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one 


Author's Notes: 

| really need to stop taking on large projects when I'm not sure if | can finish them, exhibit A B and C, 10% of 
the stories on my profile are unfinished.. For that | apologize. But I'm heavily sleep deprived (like i literally have 
not slept for like two days), thinking this is a good idea, and desperately needing out of this pit of not writing 
anything. Besides, this is different.. So maybe | can stick with it..? If not? I'll start scheduling times to free- 
write and start updating things that way, lol. 


That being said, this is going to be pretty different. I'm a sucker for AUs, so that's what this is. Please note, 
this story is not meant to be a continuation of the Crazy Game of Poker story, nor does it reflect any RPs if 
anyone keeps tabs on those. It only carries the same guidelines and characters. 


Also, little guessing game to play; guess who Izzy's friend is going to be out of the character list! 


ps. better chapters to come after I've slept and gotten my brain back, | promise 


| just wasn't sure what to do anymore. Guns was falling apart and not just because | wasn't “all there all the 
time". Nobody was fucking there all the time. Stevie was fucking gone, Duff had started drinking himself dumb, 
Axl was freaking the fuck out because Duff was always drunk, Matt... | don't wanna start on Matt. Great guy 
and all, I'm sure, but fucking.. At the top of the pile, Slash was always fucking high. Always fucking high. It was 
hell to try and be the responsible one amongst all the chaos, | mean, | was a fucking father now. Someone had 


to be some sort of grounding point, right? Why not the one sober guy in the band of addicts? 


The problem with being the one sober guy in a group of addicts is that no one takes you seriously. Its like all 


your opinions are suddenly invalidated because they're coming from your own mind instead of the drugs. 


The other problem with being the one sober guy? | hadn't always been sober. It had been at least a year, but | 
still fucking remember all that came with being so far gone in the heroin and whiskey that | can practically 
feel the needle piercing my skin and sending my daily dose if | think about it hard enough. 


Even if the drugs weren't in the way, | think | was the only one with any sense of responsibility at that point. 
Besides, realistically | was gunning up to thirty years old alongside everyone else.. But | think everyone was 
caught up in being at the top of the world and top of the charts.. Meanwhile | was at the top of a staircase, 
going up to figure out why the hell my children aren't sleeping when | put them to bed. It was probably that 
difference that set me apart. | had grown up. | could have just not given a fuck. | could have gone back to the 


drinking and drugging and fucking left and right and just dumped the little brats. 


But | loved them and had not spent an entire fucking day in hospital to have them delivered just to drop them 
off to someone else. If | did that | would: 


a) be a shit father 
b) have a gnarly looking c-section scar for no reason 
c) never forgive myself. 


The twins had been born a bit prematurely, but healthily early in January. Slash had been there for the 
delivery.. He'd even been pretty good for a couple weeks in helping me out and altogether being a good dad. 


Then the drinking started again. 
Then | started finding syringes broken off in the bathroom wastebins. 


Then | started finding needles not even broken and just lying around the house with his gear and | drew the 


final line. 


| wasn't going to stage a fucking intervention for him or any of them. He had told me he wanted to be involved, 
they told me they were cleaning up their act; but he was not going to be involved with my children if he was 


going to have to be high or drunk everytime he went up to check on them and | couldn't work with anyone any 


more. It was sad, really. But | couldn't take it any more. From any end. 


| wanted to leave without theatrics. | wanted to just sign whatever paperwork | had to sign, pack my bags and 
get the fuck out of there. Axl bitched about it, but mostly because he didn't want to have to find a 
replacement amidst the other shit going on Duff was okay with it as long as | kept in touch.. | don't think Matt 
cared.. But Slash.. 


| came home to broken glass and electronics and furniture all over the strip of front lawn and the street 
beyond. Neighbours looked on in fear and some held phones as though ready to dial “Il. | panicked, stopping the 
car and throwing it into park before | jumped out, leaving the twins in the backseat. 


Slash came storming out of the house shortly after my door had shut, the sound no doubt alerting him to my 


presence. 


"You're fucking dead, you hear me, Stradlin?!" He bellowed, "You leave and I'll fucking kill you. You can't leave. 


What the fuck do you think you're gonna do? Better than Guns?" 

| didn't even try to get a word in. | stood warily at the car, debating just leaving all mine and the kids' stuff 
behind and just leaving. | could always get Axl or one of the neighbours | trusted to collect it from the mess 
out front. 

"What are you planning to do? Just take my fucking kids too?!" | stiffened, hand going to the door handle. Yeah. 
| was ready to get the fuck out of this situation now. | could practically smell the booze off him and he was 
more than three feet away from me. "You can't do that!" He screamed, “They're mine!" 

"Go fuck yourself” | hissed, eyes narrowing. 

"Besides! You've got nowhere to fucking go! The house is in my name!" A funny look passed over his face 
before he looked up at me, his hair greasy as it covered his face. "Or do you think you can do better than 
me? Is that what it is? You want something fucking new, you fucking whore?" 


My heart raced as he stepped closer. 


"Cause let me tell you, you can’t You think anyone's gonna wanna tap you're fucked up ass and risk being 


saddled with fuckin’ tag-alongs like all the other girls?" 


| tried not to let the words sting, trying to fake my confidence and not wince. | knew that some of the people 
standing outside had heard it. Whether or not they understood was another matter, but it still hurt. 


| opened the front door of the car to get in and start to leave but as | pulled the handle, Slash jumped 
forward and tried to pull me out of the way. 


"You're not taking my kids!" He screamed feverishly, the noise causing both Darcy and Noah to start crying in 


their carseats. 


| tried to shove him off even as his ragged nails dug into my face and clawed viciously at my hair. | heard 


sirens in the distance and guessed that one of the neighbours finally fucking called the cops. 


In a quick burst of strength, | gave him as hard a shove as | could and pushed him off me. Scrambling and 
ignoring the fact that my face was bleeding, | jumped into the car and slammed the door shut, locking them all 
and cranking the ignition. | tried to quiet the kids as best | could, but really | was more focused on getting out 
of the damn driveway. Slash continued pounding at the windows and smashing the doors with whatever heavy 


object he'd grabbed from the mess in the lawn. | think it was a lamp, but | wasn't paying too much attention 


| blew past the cops that were driving toward the house doing sixty in a forty zone with no seatbelt and 
somehow managed to get away with it. | considered it a small victory, considering. When | was convinced | was 


far enough away from the madness, | pulled the car over to the side of the road and parked it so | could 


finally tend to the kids and to my face, deciding to do the latter first so | didn't get blood anywhere. 


"Shhh shhh shh..." | whispered, thoughts racing as | climbed into the back seat to grab the twins one at a time. 
Darcy promptly grabbed a fistful of my hair and cried, Noah took a backrub and sniffled. "It's okay.. Daddy's 
got you." | whispered, flinching when | heard traffic go by. "It's okay.. You guys are gonna be okay." | kissed 
each of their soft heads in turn. "I won't ever let anything happen to you." | whispered past a lump in my 
throat. As the initial adrenalin wore off and the reality struck me, | realized that some of what Slash had said 


was true. 


| had nowhere to go. | had officially cut myself out of everything and out of everyone's lives. Sure, the 
paperwork had been amicable enough, the meetings never turned into screaming fits.. But there were still hard 
feelings, as was to be expected. | couldn't just go stay with one of the guys because | was no longer ‘one of 


the guys’. 


While the thought of a cheap hotel room didn't sound like home sweet home, | figured it was my best option.. 
Better to lay as low as possible too. | didn't know if the neighbours had reported me and if the police were on 
lookout, or if the paps would be from the official release that | was out of Guns n Roses. 


| sighed and coddled the babies some more before getting them back into their carseats so | could decide 
where | was driving to. The silence sort of stunned me for a moment. | hadn't been alone in over four years. 
Every last waking second of my life had been poured into Guns n Roses and now | was suddenly alone in the 
grandeur of Hollywood like | was nineteen years old all over again My hands shook on the steering wheel and | 
hesitantly reached out to turn the radio on low as | drove. Immediately | was met with an oh so familiar tune. 


It caught me off guard for a minute, the familiar riffs coming to me naturally as | tapped the steering wheel 


along with the beat. 
"Take me down to the Paradise City where the grass is green and the girls are pretty--" 


| sang along quietly. Maybe this would be okay. "Oh won't you please take me home.." | could be okay, It was a 


fresh start, thats all it was. No doubt I'd be on my feet soon enough and leading a normal life again. 


Little did | know, someone staying at the hotel | was planning on staying at was thinking much the same thing 
about a situation completely different from mine. 


two 


Author's Notes: 
Has anyone made their bets on the friend yet? If not, make them before the next chapter ;) 


| checked into the hotel around 7 o'clock. | had decided to stop and grab supper and make sure the kids got fed 
before picking a hotel. | didn't want to go somewhere too seedy, but | really wasn't feeling high end. Plus | was 
feeling a bit shitty about all the stuff that went down with Slash, so i got the hell out of Hollywood and took 
the highway upstate a bit and stopped in at some quaint little place. 


| wiped my face and got out to grab the kids. With a baby sleeping in each arm | made my way in to the check 
in desk. 


"Good evening." The desk lady smiled kindly, her eyes settling on the children before moving to look past me as 
though she were expecting another person behind me. "What can | help you with tonight?" 


| shifted Darcy's weight as she started to shuffle in her sleep. 
‘One room.. One adult, two children" | said softly, looking over when Darcy once again shifted. 


The woman's brow raised, but she said nothing as she tapped at her computer. "I have one Queen room 
available." She said, looking up with that smile again. 


"l'Il take anything." | murmured, moving to grab my wallet out of my pocket. | realized then that Darcy was 
awake and staring at the desk lady with tired brown eyes. | kissed her forehead as | pulled out my wallet. 


"How much will it be?" | asked. 
"Two-fifty plus a fifty dollar deposit that you'll get back after your stay." 


"Great" | said, already grabbing my credit card. She took my information and | was on my way, taking the kids 
with me as | stepped to the elevator. 


Pressing the call button | waited somewhat impatiently as Darcy started to wake up properly and started 
stretching and playing with my hair. Noah still slept soundly, apparently having cried himself out. 


"Hey, baby girl." | said softly, kissing her plump cheek and trying not to lose my shit when | was struck with 
just how much she looked like Slash. It was disconcerting, really. "Don't worry, I'll let you go wander the room. | 


can't let you crawl the hallways though." 


She yawned, the timing making it seem like protest. | laughed softly, looking up when the elevator finally 
reached ground floor. | was a bit surprised to see a few people in the booth, but even more surprised to see a 
face | recognised. The blond man gave me a dirty look as he stepped out of the elevator, but when he realized 
| was alone, save the babies | held, he relaxed a little. 


"Izzy." He said, stepping back to let me into the elevator. 


"Vince." | said back, slowly stepping in and pressing the button to my floor. "So you just riding the elevator for 
fun or something?" 


He shrugged, "I gotta get some towels from the desk, but | figured that can wait for your sake." 
"Oh | feel so special, especially for the lack of a head injury at first sight” 


"Don't. And | just don't want you to drop your spawn" He said, side-eyeing me hard. “Besides, I'm on vacation 
That said, where's Queen Bitch and your merry band of misfit druggies?" He asked, sounding oddly nonchalant. 


| sighed and shifted the kids' weight again, my arms getting somewhat tired but refusing to let them sink. 
"| wouldn't know." | said honestly. "I left them. What about you and yours?" 
That seemed to throw him for a loop, he seemed legitimately lost for words. 


"We're all here." He said quietly, shifting on the balls of his feet as the lift came to a stop. "Trying to stop the 


drug thing." He said, giving me an honest answer for mine. 

"Sounds pretty hardcore." | remarked, looking back at Vince as the doors to the elevator opened. 

"It is." He murmured, looking to me and then to Darcy and then to Noah. A weird smile passed over his face. 
"You know." He continued, "Nikki has a little brat of his own. Supposedly the other guys do too, but the only 


one I've ever seen is Gunner. Ironic, huh? The name, | mean" 


| smiled weakly. "Yeah, man. Crazy shit. Kind of a shit name. | spent six years as a Gunner and got nothing but 
trouble because of it, he's stuck for life." | said with a soft laugh. 


Vince laughed as the elevator doors opened. "I'll see you ‘round, Stradlin. You staying here long?" 


"Til | figure out what I'm doing from here." | confirmed, stepping out of the lift before the doors could close on 


me again. 
"Well, have a good night." He said finally, crossing his arms as the doors closed. 


| sighed softly to myself as | made my way to my room, surprised and pleased that my run-in with Vince had 


been so amicable. The last time I'd seen him there had been bloodshed on both sides because of my dumb, 
drunk off my ass move of hitting on his then-wife and the feud that had developed since then à la Axl. 
Unlocking the door with some difficulty and promptly letting Darcy down to the floor to wander into the 
carpeted room. She crawled off toward the couch and sat on the floor there to look around with her wide 
eyes. | took Noah to the bed and lay him on his tummy so he could sleep a little bit like that. He curled up of 
his own accord and continued to rest. | went over to where Darcy was sat and plopped down next to her. She 


squealed delightedly and made grabby hands at me. 


"Hi, baby." | cooed, holding my hands up and letting her press her tiny palms to my significantly larger ones. 
"You're such a pretty girl" | whispered, smiling at the huge smile on her face. 


"Dada, da..!" She exclaimed happily, her tiny fingers curling against my palm. | smiled, heart warming as she 


continued on babbling and moving on to play with each of my fingers. 


It was as equally painful as it was heartwarming though. Not only did my baby girl look just like her other 
father and remind me of him in some other ways that broke my heart, but both she and her brother were 
completely oblivious to what was happening. They were so innocent it made me want to cry. Here Darcy was, 
fascinated by my fingers and her recent ability to pull herself to a standing position and take a couple wary 
steps while holding something sturdy, and her other father was probably sitting in a drunk tank for public 
intoxication and assault. She didn't know what the drugs were doing to him. What they were doing to her self- 
proclaimed uncles. What they had done to me. | swallowed thickly as | thought about it. | had come so fucking 
far, and yet | was still sitting in some half-decent hotel in some town | didn't even know the name of and no 


clue on what to do with my life. 


Darcy's hands on my face broke me from my thoughts, her chubby face was turned to a pouty frown, her 
full lips puckered and her forehead scrunched down as she berated me in her baby babble. | hadn't even 
realized | was crying until she pulled her hand up to lightly tap at my cheek. The air of the room felt cold 


against the wetness there. 


Toking a deep breath, | scooted closer to her and took both of her tiny hands and kissed their open palms. Next 
i pulled her into my lap and smothered her in kisses, to which she squealed in delight. 


"| love you, Darcy." | said softly, nosing at the soft curls that she had at the top of her head. "I love you so 


much." 


She giggled gleefully and turned to play in my hair for a bit, a yawn escaping her as her hands fisted in my 
hair. | didn't know why she loved my hair so much, but I'd stopped questioning after the one time she started 
screaming at the mall when I'd tried to take her hands out of my hair and keep her from tugging. 


"Are you getting tired?" | asked softly, causing her to look up at me. “It is pretty late." | continued, slowly 
getting up and leaning down to help Darcy to her feet so | could help her toddle over to the bed. "Come on, 
your brother was the sensible one. He just stayed asleep." | chuckled, lifting Darcy up onto the mattress. 


She cooed quietly as she curled next to her brother and snuggled up. | came in beside both of them and lay on 
my side, curled protectively around the two of them as though something was going to try and come and take 
them away in the night. And given the days events, | wouldn't have been surprised if a certain someone didn't 


try some shit like that. 


| rubbed a gentle thumb back and forth over Noah's forehead as he slept, the action soothing him as much as 


it soothed me. My other hand rubbed the same movements over Darcy's tummy as and slept on her back 


"You guys are the only thing keeping me together right now." | admit quietly, "I love you both." | whispered, 
leaning in and kissing them both. "So fucking much." 


three 


Author's Notes: 
And the friend is revealed! 


Also, 


I've been so out of the loop in terms of writing, | feel like I'm rushing things and I'm going to try and work on 
slowing things out and incorporating descriptions and stuff.. In the chapters to come, | may request further 


feedback :) I'm glad everyone's liking this story so far! 


| had woken in the morning to an alarm clock that the housekeeping staff must have forgotten to reset. The 
radio host spoke through the crackle of a shitty signal but it was clear enough to hear that he was talking 
about the band. My band. Or what had used to be my band, anyway. 


"Izzy Stradlin has reportedly left Guns ‘n Roses to pursue personal interests. The alleged split became official 
at two o'clock yesterday afternoon, the band releasing the information sometime in the night. More on this 


story in Chad's Rock Block at nine." 


| sighed softly, stretching out a bit and looking over to see that Darcy and Noah had both rolled over in the 
night and were facing each other as they slept. | smiled at the sight and shifted to turn the alarm radio off 
and slowly start the process of getting out of bed. | felt gross, my face stung from the scratches Slash had 
left in the fight, and my head ached from him pulling my hair. | needed a shower and a charge of clothes, and 
maybe a couple band-aids to stick on my face, but all | had was a shower. | didn't have anything, |, thank God, 
had the diaper bags in the car for the kids so | had a bit of formula and food and toys for them among other 
things.. But other than that, | had nothing. 


Sighing again, | got to my feet and padded to the bathroom, a frown creasing my face as my stomach growled. 
Starting the shower up, | jumped in before the water had thoroughly warmed up, keeping my ears peeled for 
the kids in case they woke up. It was sad to say, but | had gotten used to doing all this shit alone since Slash 
had started drinking again. Sure, he still did basic maintenance with the kids, but ultimately it had been up to 
me to feed them, bathe them, change them, and usually me to try and teach them anything or play with 
them. 


| had tried so fucking hard to make it work, come to think of it. | tried to get him involved. | tried to get rid of 
the alcohol without blatantly bringing it up. But in the end, | was putting more energy into getting him to do 
something than he was giving to try and make it work. It hurt. It really fucking hurt, especially since it was so 
hard for me not to fall back and fucking join him. The addict in me had been begging, screaming and crying for 
that last drink. That last shot. Just one more.. But ultimately, | had my kids to take care of, and he chose the 


booze over me. | didn't have to like it. 


| washed myself without any of the hotel soaps or shampoos, the hot water doing enough to relieve some of 
the aches and pains and cleanse the grunge from my body. 


My hand stilled on the scar on my lower stomach, my eyes misting with tears. Yeah, it fucking hurt. We had 
been so fucking excited for the twins. | understood why it had happened the way it did, but at the same time, | 
couldn't understand. We had been doing so well. | had managed to stay clean.. Why couldn't he? 


| heaved a sigh when | heard a cry from the other room, Noah. | had tuned into all of their different cries and 
could tell the difference between the twins when they cried out. | turned the water off and sniffled, slowly 
getting out and grabbing a towel to wrap around my waist. | padded out to the bedroom. 


"Shush, shush." | cooed, coming over and lifting him from the mattress. "Hey, what's the matter, li'l man? You 


scared you lost me?" | asked, smiling as the elder twin immediately quietened down and snuggled into my chest. 


| wandered around the room a bit with Noah in my arms, eventually putting my pants back on and going over 
to the balcony to look out on the town below. Noah giggled and gurgled at the pigeons that strut around just 
outside the sliding glass door. 


We both jumped at the sudden thud and high pitched giggling and screams that came from the door to the 

hallway, the birds scattering from our movement. Curious and somewhat worried, i went to the door, holding 
Noah close as i opened it. | was a bit more than surprised when i saw a small child who looked no older than 
my own two come tumbling in laughing. The baby picked himself up and went to toddle further into the room. 


"Hey!" i exclaimed, laughing myself. "Where do you think you're going?" i crouched down and scooped the other 
tyke up into my free arm, pro at doing so from trying to keep the twins in line now that they were starting 
to walk. "Where the hell did you come from?" The baby just squirmed and continued giggling, trying to reach 


curiously for Noah. 


"Hey! Where'd you go, buddy?" A voice called down the hallway, giving me cause to look up. "Gunner? Bud? Fuck, 


man. You're mom's never gonna let me have you again if you're lost" 
| peeked around the corner at the name as it jogged my memory. | looked to the child. 


"Are you the brat Vince was telling me about?" | teased, coming out of the room a little more and finally 
seeing the other Crüe member making his way down the hall. | didn't want to leave my room completely and 


leave Darcy alone. 


"Over here." | called, trying not to appear as tense as | was. It was a bit unnerving that last i checked i was 
pretty much on bad terms with the entire band, i wasn't sure how Nikki would take to me just taking his kid. | 
mean, realistically, the little bastard probably wasn't even a year old and he was trying to break into my room, 


but still. 


Nikki looked up, a confused look on his face before he brightened up and came jogging over. 


"Hey, thanks man, you fuckin’ found him." He said, taking the ever-squirming child from me. He squinted at me 
and gave me a smile. "Ya know, Vince told me he ran into you. Saw shit all over MTV too." He said, not beating 
around the bush at all and giving me cause to be caught off guard. His gaze quickly shifted to Noah as the 
boy made grabby hands for Gunner again, quiet coos escaping his lips. "This one of your runts?" He asked, the 
words brusque, but his voice soft as he smiled at Noah. 


"Yeah." | said softly, shifting the boy's weight a little as his attention moved from the other baby to the man 
that was so intently looking at him. "This is Noah." 


"Where's the other? | thought Vince said you had two of ‘em?" 

"| do. Darcy's inside sleeping." | said, cocking my head toward my room. 

Nikki smiled widely. “That's great.” He said, "Noah and Darcy.. Cute." He paused, the lack of things to say as 
comforting as it was awkward. "So.. | mean, feel free to tell me to go fuck myself if this is too personal or 
whatever, but I'm curious. Media got a hold on you having kids, but never who with." 


"Is complicated" | said quickly, "And I'd rather not discuss it.” 


Nikki nodded, "Its cool. | get it." He muttered, bouncing Gunner a bit and looking over at him when the child 
started playing with the collar of his jacket. 


| awkwardly looked away, not really sure how to respond. 


Seeming to sense my apprehension, Nikki slowed down a bit and mellowed out. "Look, Mick's gonna watch Gunner 


tonight. | can ask him to watch your li'l hellions too if you wanna come out and grab a drink with me tonight" 


"I thought you guys were here to get off of shit" | deadpanned, really unsure of where all this sudden fucking 
buddy-buddy shit was coming from. 


"Tryna get off of drugs." He corrected, "Coke and smack's fuckin’ killin’ us all" He said somewhat sadly. "I'm 


talking a drink, not a get totally blasted and tear up the town drink.” 
"Why?" 
| couldn't quite read the look he gave me, but it made me feel bad for questioning him. 


"Look, man. You have no reason to trust me or my motives. But telling you what | know? You're out of house 
and home, practically stranded with your kids, cut off from the guys you called family for almost a decade, 
and probably without a clue. | mean, l'd be pretty fucking lost if it happened to me. Single fatherhood's a 
fucking cunt at the best of times, forget being a fucking rockstar, I'm just tryna be nice." 


| sighed, feeling the weight settle in my chest. | couldn't fucking argue it. He hit every damn nail on the head, 
even if he'd missed the part where my baby-daddy was a worthless drunk that had tried to rip my hair out 
the previous right.. 


"Plus you look like shit, so, you know. Maybe a drink will help you forget whatever went on there, though I'm 


sure the other guy looks worse." He said with a weak smile. 
And there it was. 


"Fine." | murmured, averting my gaze. "Fine, yeah. I'll come out for a drink, just." | hesitated, not wanting to 
sound like a complete emotional wreck about it. "Can | trust you? And more importantly, can | trust Mick with 
my kids? Like.. Not that | don't appreciate the offer, but." | paused again, but Nikki showed no signs of being 
bothered by it, in fact, he looked more interested than before. "Well, the past little while's been pretty shit." | 


muttered. 
Nikki shifted, looking like he was going to reach out or something before he just sighed. "Yeah, | get that." He 
said, "Things have been shit here too, man. All the more reason to grab a beer and chill the fuck out. Mick's 


good, man. You don't have to worry, | wouldn't leave Gunner with him if | didn't trust him. He's actually a 


pretty good babysitter, its weird." 


| couldn't help but crack a smile, only looking away when | heard aimless babbling from inside, figuring that 
Darcy had woken up from all the chatter. Looking back to Nikki, | saw him grin 


"| gotta go." | said. 


"IFs cool" He said back, "Ill come and get you tonight, kay?" 


Giving a little exasperated laugh, | nodded as | went back into my room. "Okay, man, I'll see you tonight" 


four 


Author's Notes: 

l'm sorry it took a while to get this out and | apologize preemptively about the next one. My grandfather 
passed away yesterday morning and im having a really hard time dealing with that. Also, this is going to be my 
first funeral attended so im not sure how to deal with that. So l'm sorry, | hope you all understand. 


Perhaps it was odd that even though | had been an addict myself and in many ways was still one, i couldn't 
understand what was causing the problems in the band. From the outside now looking in, it was ridiculous. Why 
couldn't Slash realize he had a problem? Why couldn't Duff? Why hadn't Steven accepted our help when we 
offered it? 


Of course i knew the answers to my own questions. They weren't ready. They were never ready. 


It had been a huge fucking eye opener when I'd realized i had a problem. | mean, | vaguely understood before 
that i had a problem.. But i hadn't cared. It was life or withdrawals.. And if you think death is worse than 
withdrawals, you're wrong. | had seen other people go through the most hardcore withdrawals of their lives. 
Gone through some really bad ones myself and didn't want to hit the bottom. | couldn't. | was afraid to. So i 
had it figured, if i just kept using, I'd never have withdrawals. If i just kept drinking, I'd never have hangovers. If 
i just kept faking life, | wouldn't want to die. 


Pissing on a public flight while high had definitely been a big eye-opener for me. I'd done jail time for that. But | 
think the biggest realization that | needed to slow the fuck down had been when | had realized | was pregnant. 
Of course | had been terrified and mildly disgusted with my own anatomy, but there was still that wonder. 
What was | doing to my body? What was | doing to the lives i had to support? Suddenly the idea of losing my 
children, my last hope in this God forsaken world, my second chance, if you will, seemed a lot scarier than 


withdrawals. So i cleaned up. | got Slash on board and even Duff wasn't as fucking crazy with the booze. 


But | guess Slash just couldn't deal with the reality of being a father or something. There's a fair bit of 
whimsy when kids aren't yet born. Its all imaginary and almost preliminary to a larger project. Nothing is 
concrete and physical. It's just the thought that this is going to happen sometime in the future. Once the kids 
are born though, it's kind of jarring. Suddenly there's responsibility and a lack of sleep. Dirty diapers and 
careful instructions on mixing formula. Mass amounts of attention needs to be poured into these new bodies 


and | just don't know if Slash was able to deal with the reality. 


| was just packing some stuff away into a diaper bag as | pondered it all, having gone down to the car earlier in 
the day to get what few belongings | had. The kids were playing with some toys on the bed when there was a 
knock on the door. | jogged over to answer it, naturally peeking through the little glass spyhole in the door 
before opening it. 


"Hey---y..l" Nikki drawled, giving me a little wave. "You good to go?" He asked 


| nodded, motioning that he could come in as | went back over to finish putting stuff in the bag. Once done | 
slung the bag over my arm and went to collect the kids. | felt Nikki watching me and when | turned around | 


was a bit surprised to see some sort of amused expression on his face. 
"Do you need a hand?" He asked, eyeing the way | managed to hold everything. 
| shook my head, "No. I'm fine, let's just go.” 


A brow raised and Nikki raised a hand to pass through his hair. Turning on his heel, he went and got the door 
for me, which | thanked him greatly. 


"You need like, a medal or something." Nikki laughed as he lead me down the hallway. "World's most pro dad" He 
continued, his hands highlighting imaginary words in the air as he said them. "I mean, look at you. If | tried to 
do that shit I'd probably fuckin’ land one of the little runts on their head." 


"That's why l'm doing it and you're not" | mused, looking up at the bassist with a newfound amusement. "You 
get used to it" | said, trying not to let the sadness seep into my voice. "It's basically just a balancing act." 


"Well you're fuckin’ good at it, anyway.” Nikki chuckled, giving me a quick glance over before stopping in front of 
the elevator. "Mick's up on the fourth floor." He said as he pressed the call button 


"Is that where all of you are?" 


Nikki shook his head. "No, we paired off for the duration of our, uh.. Trip. Shit gets too messy when we're all 
together and trying to get clean, Y'know? One guy relapses the whole group's out for the count. This way, one 
guy relapses, the other punches him the fuck out. Or at least that's the message | got during the first few 
days." 


‘lm guessing you relapsed?" | asked, looking up when the elevator doors opened and revealed it to be full of 
people. Irritated looking people at that, | supposed they hadn't wanted to or been expecting a stop as they went 
up. | just held Noah and Darcy closer and went in 


"Everyone relapses." Nikki said quietly as he followed me in and checked which floors the lift was stopping at. 
Unfortunately for the people going up, Nikki had to stop on the fourth floor. 


There came a few exasperated sighs, but | tried to ignore them. Instead turning to tend to my babes, both of 
them babbling to each other and playing what looked to be an early stage of patty-cake as they patted each 
others hands and face. Perhaps i was imagining it, but | felt like people were glaring. | mean, a few people 
stared at Nikki and a few stared curiously at me, but the majority of people's gazes felt heated and angry and 
| felt mildly uncomfortable. 


When the elevator reached our floor, i all but ran out, unsurprised to hear people muttering things like "I don't 
know why they couldn't take the stairs" or "that was unnecessary". | mean, | got it. | really did People were 


tired and impatient. But seriously? 


Nikki's hand fell between my shoulder blades after a moment. He started to steer me toward the room we 


were going to. 
"C'mon, Super Dad. We've almost arrived." 


| cracked a smile, shifted the kids' weight and followed Nikki to the third door down the hall. He didn't knock 


before he entered, but was immediately talking. 


"Yo, Jagger, we got the Izstir to gather his pack, so they're here now." He said, poking his head into different 


rooms to look for Mick 


The guitarist came out of a second bedroom, Gunner up on his shoulders as he walked. He regarded me with 


an unreadable expression, but he smiled when he lay eyes on the twins. 

"Someone got busy." He remarked. 

| rolled my eyes. "It was a two for one." | replied, going ahead and setting the diaper bag down. "So anyway, all 
their stuff is in there." | was reluctant, but | also crouched down to plop the kids to the floor. "They just ate, 
too, so they should be good until around normal supper time." 

"Its good, man. | know what l'm doing." 

| gave him a skeptical look and he merely looked amused. 


‘Ive got some brats of my own.. Long since lost them and their mother, but." 


| blinked in surprise. | hadn't known that at all. Had Nikki known? | gave a inconspicuous look back and didnt even 
see him bat an eyelash. Okay. So it was just me out of the loop. 


"Shitty to hear you're out of Guns though." He continued, bouncing to a new topic quite suddenly. "You actually 


have my condolences." 


| hesitated, my gaze falling to my feet. "Thanks, man" | muttered, looking up when Nikki turned his attention 


from Gunner to me. 
"Alright, good to go?" 


| nodded slowly, hesitating again as | looked to my children. It might have seemed stupid that i was having 
difficulties parting with them, but in all honesty, | had rarely ever left them in someone else's care. The only 


person i really trusted with them aside from myself was Axl, and even then i didn't like parting with them. 


Maybe it was a bad thing to be the overprotective father, but i couldn't help it. Plus, if i didn't, who would? 


It took a moment but finally | picked myself up off the floor after having smothered my children with kisses. 
They giggled and smiled wildly, obviously not quite tuning into my anxiety. 


"Behave." | told them as if they understood me. They giggled again and Noah reached out to pap my face with 
his tiny hand. Laughing, | stood up and brushed my knees off. 


Finally, | left, Nikki close behind me as he gave Mick some final instruction for his own son. We walked to the 
elevator, evidently wanting to piss off some more people by making them stop more than was necessary. We 
stood around waiting for the lift to come for a moment when Nikki attempted small talk. 

"So Noah looks a lot like you." He mused, watching the gauge at the top of the elevator doors to see which 
floor the lift was coming from. "Darcy doesn't though. What's up with that? Thought you said it was a two for 


one?" 


| laughed a bit, shoving my hands in my pockets. "They're fraternal twins." | said. "Sometimes they look the 
same being boy and girl and sometimes they look different.” 


He smiled a bit, gaze falling to me for a moment. "So's Darcy look like her mommy, then?" 

| stiffened, my jaw clenching. "Y-yeah. Let's go with that." 

Nikki's smile faded. Just as his mouth opened to give another question, the doors to the elevator opened, 
revealing an empty lift. Quickly, the sort of smug, sort of genuine smile that was entirely Nikki's own graced 


his lips again. 


"Après vous." He said, holding his hands out as though to present the open booth to me. "French for ‘ladies 
first." He joked. 


Rolling my eyes, | stepped into the lift and took up post in the back corner. Nikki came in and hit the button to 


go to ground floor. 
"So you wanna try the hotel bar or go out on the town?" He asked after a moments silence. 
"Let's trash the hotel bar, relive some old times." | mused. 


He flashed me a wolfish grin. "You've got some kind of class, Stradlin. | like your style." 


Instead of ‘trashing the hotel bar’, we just got a rum and Coke each and sat in the back corner people- 


watching and cracking jokes to ourselves. There were a lot of jokes about our drink of choice. 

"I tried Coke once!" Nikki had exclaimed. "Didn't like it. The icecubes kept getting stuck in my nose." 

| laughed like a fucking lunatic. You see, the thing about having been so far in the hole with drugs is that you 
get some sort of deranged sense of humour. Suddenly things that really shouldn't have been funny were 
fucking hilarious. Things that other people would find absolutely horrifying were hilarious. (Hey, remember that 


time drugs literally stopped your heart so you wrote a song about it?") 


After we got through the childish giggly side of our first drink, we ordered another each and somehow got 
into the nitty gritty deep stuff. Nikki told me about his first marriage. The one that gave him Gunner. 


"We're still technically together." He said, "Like we haven't finalized the divorce or anything, she thinks we might 
work out. I'm not too sure. We always fuckin’ fight and all our fights boil back to me being a drunk and a cheat 


who's good for nothing and is obviously incapable of providing for a child, let alone the gaggle of kids | want" 


| raised a brow, my fingers dancing over the rim of my glass. "You want a lot of kids?" | asked, more than 


surprised, and definitely curious. 


"Yeah." He said with a soft smile."| mean, I've always wanted the classic big family. Farm house, couple Saint 


Bernard's, kids that never want to leave home, Y'know?" 
My lips quirked into a smile. "Yeah, | know." 
"What about you?" He asked, "You wanna family?" 


| hesitated a moment before averting my gaze. "| dunno. | mean, before the twins | never thought | wanted kids 


or anything. But now that I've got them.. | dunno. Settling down would be cool." 


| watched as Nikki's gaze flicked down, his pupils dilating. His tongue darted out over his lips and | found myself 
transfixed. 


"So how long have you been clean for..? Officially, | mean" | asked, not so subtly changing the subject to get 
my attention off of his lips. 


His gaze snapped up, his pupils shrinking and growing again as he met my gaze. "Almost three weeks" He said. 


"That's great, man. I'm actually really proud of you." | said, a certain warmth meeting my words and smile. A 
slight flush crept over his cheeks and | thought it must have been the booze. 


"Y'know... | really wanna fix, now." He drawled, "Fuckin! drinking r shit." 


| shook my head, smile fading a bit. "No you don't" | said firmly. "You take that hit and it's game over. You 
don't want that." 


"Mmm, you're right. But man, | miss the fucking rush." 
| hummed, "I know." 
"You've been sober, do you ever miss it?" 


"Every fucking day." | said, taking another sip of my drink. "I still have vivid fucking dreams, man. Like of me 
taking that shot or doing that line, its crazy." 


"Shit. | thought | was the only one that dreamed about it" Nikki exclaimed, giving me a wide eyed look 
"No, man. | do too." 


Nikki's pupils blew up again as he looked up. | thought at first it had to do with the shitty lighting in the back 
corner. But | was starting to recognise something in his gaze akin to desire. Or maybe it was just respect and 
the booze was starting to affect me more than | thought it would. Or maybe there was nothing there and | 


was projecting what | wanted. 


| paused at that thought. Projecting what | wanted. What did | want? Did | really want Nikki? That was kind of 
fucked up. Maybe it was because | was so fucking desperate for some kind of attention and intimacy since | 
ever really got any from my baby-daddy. | took a deep breath before calling the waiter back and ordering a 
third drink, this one with more alcohol than the first two. Nikki raised his brow, but said nothing. | gave him an 


uneasy glance before looking away. 


‘| ain't gonna call you out" He said after a moment, | guess he figured | was antsy because | was supposedly 


sober and still drinking so much. "| don't consider it an issue until it becomes an issue." 


"It won't become an issue." | said firmly. "I think this last drink will do me in. | already feel my liver fucking 


screaming at me." | laughed dryly. 


Nikki hummed a bit and swirled his straw around his glass. "So." He said after some time of silence. "What are 


you planning to do from here? | mean, being out of Guns and all." 


| wondered at that for a while. What was | going to do? It had only been a day, but | had no direction at all. | 
had to figure something out soon. | couldn't just live in a fucking hotel with my kids. Plus | would need to do 
something eventually in regards to a career. | couldn't very well just sit on my ass and live off the royalties 


from Guns n' Roses. 


| might do some solo shit." | mused. "I dunno.. Maybe move back home. Like, Lafayette home." 


Nikki nodded, "Sounds fun. Man, if you ever need a tag-along or help or anything, any of the guys are here for 
you. We all feel pretty bad." 


| rolled my eyes. "The last thing | need is any pity." | said. 


"Not pity. Sympathy." Nikki corrected. "I mean, | for one don't feel sorry for you. But | do feel bad. Like | can't 


even imagine losing all my boys, ya know? It's fucking rough." 
| sighed. "Yeah. It is..." 


Nikki gave me a weak smile. "So that's what | mean by we're here for you. We all chatted about it last night 
and we're all willing to let by-gones be by-gones, even Vince. So | mean, if you're interested you can come and 
buddy up with a couple of us and stay with us. | figure that way too you can have some help with the kids if 
you need it. | can't imagine that's been exactly easy to deal with along with everything else.’ 


| hesitated. He wasn't wrong, but he wasn't necessarily right either. | had thought it was easy enough, but the 
reality and what | thought had become two different things. 


"Ill. Ill need some time to think about it" | said, earning a small smile from Nikki. 


five 
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| took Nikki up on his offer. I'm not entirely sure why. It might have been because he had struck a chord. Or 
maybe | was just a pathetic fucking baby that couldn't stand being alone. | had left the guys that had been my 
only family for nearly ten years. | had left the man that | had dreamt of spending the rest of my life with 
raising our children. | had left everything that could have been considered a comfort and | was fucking losing it. 


| took care of the kids alright, of course. But fuck if | could take care of myself. 


When | showed up at the door of Nikki's hotel room with my few meagre belongings | was well aware | looked 
like a complete piece of shit. Thank God Mick was watching my kids so they didn't have to hear Nikki's audible 
gawking. 


"You look like you've seen better days." He mused, looking me over with an odd look that crossed concern and 


amusement. | only grunted in response, agreeing too much to say anything. 

My hair was a greasy rat's nest under my hat. | hadn't slept in about two days and my under-eye circles 
were probably my most prominent feature. The smell of stale smoke and day-old aftershave haunted me and | 
was sure my entire aura was fucking horrid. 


Despite it all, Nikki invited me in and offered me a drink first thing. 


"You got a choice between chocolate milk and raspberry lemonade." He said. "I ain't got no alcohol, Tommy's 


been pretty hardcore about the getting sober shit" 
"Mmn, I'll have a glass of water." | said, rubbing at my eyes and sighing. 


‘Shower's that way if you wanna use it" He gestured toward the restroom as he took off to the kitchen to 
grab my drink. 


| eyed the bathroom somewhat longingly. A long hot shower sounded fucking glorious. But in wasn't quite in the 
right mindset yet. "So are you rooming with Tommy?" | asked, taking my glass of water and trying not to sip 
too greedily. 


"Nah, he just likes to laze around here during the day, his drumset's in the lounge too, so we jam sometimes. 


On the down low of course." 


| gave him a wry smile. "So that God awful noise | heard the other night was you guys and your 'practicing'?" | 
teased. Nikki stuck his tongue out and | shook my head with a laugh. 


"So how are things, anyway?" Nikki asked after a moment of thick silence. | just looked at him, figuring my 
disheveled appearance spoke for itself. 


We had hung out a few other times before | finally decided to switch rooms and ‘move in’ with him, and in 
those few times | think Nikki learned how to read me. It was as great as it was disturbing. Having someone 
that understood you without words was like a breath of fresh air when you're someone like me that doesn't 


like talking much. 


Nikki just gave a short nod before looking away and looking back. "Your face looks better." He remarked, gaze 
scanning over the places | had been marked in my brief fight with Slash those days ago. 


| gave him a weak smile and a brief thanks, sipping slowly at my drink. Nikki was eyeing my cautiously, but he 
did eventually wander out to the lounge area in the middle of the hotel room. He turned the TV on and set it 


to low. | followed him out and crashed on the couch. 
"Wanna watch some good ol MTV?" He asked as he gingerly sat down beside me. 


"Might as well" | murmured, lazily staring at the television set as a music video for some up and coming rock 


band started to play. 


We sat in silence for some time. | listened as Nikki quietly sang along with some of the songs that played, 
trying to inconspicuously watch as he tapped his fingers along with most of the songs that played. My 
thoughts wandered to how comfortable it was. | mean, the kids were all with Mick, but | could imagine them 


sleeping in the other room as Nikki and | stayed up and watched fucking music videos on MTV. 


When the video for Sweet Child of Mine came on, | almost gagged on my sip of water | was taking. Nikki 
laughed, watching the screen with earnest before jumping to his feet. He held out his hand and | glared at him. 


"Come onl" he exclaimed. "Up! Up! Let's dance." 

"Let's not" | said, shuffling back into the couch and crossing my arms over my chest. 

Nikki gave a full body pout, his hands planting on his hips as his lower lip jutted out. "You fucking suck." He 
grumbled before turning away from me. | tried not to focus too much on the song, old memories dredged to 


the surface from the music. 


It was funny, we all fucking hated this song. MTV had loved it, radio stations had loved it, the fans had loved it. 
We hated it. We had all agreed it would be a complete write off, having been thrown together in about an hour 
or less. Lo and behold it became one of our greatest hits. 


"He's got a smile that it seems to me, reminds me of childhood, memories. Where everything was as fresh as 
the bright blue sky. Now and then when | see his face, he takes me away to that special place, and if | stared 
too long, I'd probably break down and cry." Nikki sang obnoxiously, trying to mimic Axl's impossibly high vocals 
and falling about three octaves too short. | covered my face with my hand, not wanting to give Nikki the 
pleasure of knowing that | was grinning like an idiot, though | was confused by his changing the lyrics. | 
supposed he was trying to be funny and insinuate that Axl was gay, | wasn't sure.. Until he continued. 


"He's got eyes of the brownest.. Um.. Browns.. And if they thought of rain, I'd hate to look into those eyes 
and see and ounce of pain.” My eyes widened and | could scarcely resist as Nikki hauled me to my feet and 
forced me to sway along with him. "His hair reminds me of a warm safe place where as | child I'd hide, and 


wait for the thunder and the rain, to quietly pass me by.. Woa--h, sweet Izzy of mine." 


| blushed like a fucking moron, having no clue where this had come from. Nikki grinned when he saw my 
expression and | guessed that that was all he was after. Some kind of reaction When the song ended, | sent 
myself to the corner of the room and watched from the sidelines as Nikki slowly calmed down and plunked 
himself back onto the couch. He grinned back at me and | didn't respond. He turned his attention back to the 


screen as some hosts came on. 


"And that was Sweet Child of Mine by Guns and Roses. And speaking of Guns and Roses, folks, we have with 
us here today, the lead guitarist, Slash, here to talk to us about some stuff. Hi, Slash." 


My breath stopped. What the fuck. Was this some kind of sick joke? | stared at the screen with wide eyes, my 
breathing ragged as | desperately tried to reason with myself. Nikki looked back to me with some concern, but 
quickly looked back to the tv as they continued. 

"Now, Slash. You were telling us about your recent split just before the break.. And we aren't just talking the 
split with the band, are we? When Izzy left, what else happened? You wanna enlighten the folks that might 


have just joined us?" 


| watched as Slash's lips parted, his hair sheeted over his eyes and making it impossible to discern any 


expression | could tell, even through the television screen, that he was completely fucked up. 


"Izzy didn't just split the band up." He said, voice giving away his lack of sobriety. "He split from me specifically. 
We'd been playin’ family and whatever. He left me, he left the band, he took my kids--" 


"Your kids?" The interviewer asked. 
"My kids." Slash confirmed, "Those fuckin' kids were mine." 
"Care to elaborate on that?" 


| was going to be sick. My hands felt clammy and my mouth dry. My breath came in short pants and before | 
could even fully realize what was happening, | saw Nikki look back at me before everything went black. The last 


thing | saw before seeing nothing was Nikki rushing forward to catch me as Slash kept talking to the camera, 
outing me and him to the entire world. 


When | came to, | found myself lying on a bed, a blanket carefully pulled up to my chin. | sat up, clutching my 
head as | did. Looking over, | saw Nikki enter the bedroom, a steaming mug in hand. A crooked grin came over 
his face as he saw me sitting up. 

"Hey, man. You good?" 

| opened my mouth to speak but no words came. Nikki thrust the mug into my hands and | realized it was 
black coffee. | sipped at it tentatively, my throat feeling dry. | was pleased at the taste of sugar, somewhat 
surprised that Nikki had remembered how | took my coffee. 

"Well." Nikki started, staring blankly toward the window. "That was a trip.” 

| swallowed with some effort, my gaze falling to the blankets. | stayed quiet. 

'Izzy.." He hesitated, finally looking over at me. "Man, look. |--" 

"Don't." | said weakly, setting the mug on the end table and going to get up. | felt nauseous again, dread welling 
up inside me at what | thought Nikki was going to say. | tried to get myself out from under the blankets and 
out to my feet. Nikki stepped forward and put a hand on my leg. 

"Izzy." 

| curled away from him, feeling my eyes burn. | wasn't about to fucking let him see me cry. 


'Izzy.." His shoulders drooped as he looked me over. "Izzy, look, it's fine. Seriously." 


| squeezed my eyes shut as he forced me to turn and face him. Even though | couldn't see him, | could feel 
his gaze raking over me. "What did he say?" | asked weakly. 


Nikki shrugged, "Not much, | mean, | pretty much stopped listening when you went ass over tea-kettle” There 
came a pause as Nikki chewed at his lip. "And whatever he did say doesn't matter. Okay? | don't give a shit." | 
paled and Nikki lightly slapped my cheek. "Look at me, asshole. I'm trying to be the good friend, here. Come on 
Slowly | cracked my eyes open and Nikki smiled. "Izzy, everyone has something, okay? So you got short-changed 
on some shit and have some kinda vaguely fucked up inner-workings. It doesn't matter. Everyone's fucked up 


somehow." 


My lip trembled and my gaze fell once again. Nikki looked away a moment before looking back to me. 


"Drink your coffee and go take a shower." He finally said, patting my leg as he got up. "I'm gonna go pick the 
kids up before Mick punts them out the window or some shit. | imagine he's getting sick of babysitting today." 


| didn't respond, | just watched as Nikki left, a cloud of smoke going up in his wake as he lit a cigarette in 
passing. | watched after him before curling up on my side, planning to pout for at least a while. | couldn't 
fucking believe that had happened. Fainting aside, what the fuck was Slash thinking outing all that to the press? 
What did he honestly think he was going to gain? | sniffled as | eventually pulled myself back to a proper sitting 
position | just sat there a moment, blankly staring at my hands in my lap as | tried to wrap my head around 


it. It didn't make any sense. He had no reason to-- 


My thoughts were broken by the door opening, Nikki back with the gaggle of kids. He had Noah on his 
shoulders, Darcy in his arms and Gunner toddling along beside him. My lip trembled at the sight and | couldn't 
explain it. As soon as Noah saw me he started babbling gleefully, half formed words and sounds escaping his 
lips, eliciting a similar reaction from Darcy. Nikki dropped the twins gently on the bed, sitting at the end and 


watching calmly as the two crawled over to me and into my arms before they quietened down. 


"See?" Nikki said as he hauled Gunner up into his own hold. He wasn't looking at me as he spoke. "They're happy, 


so it doesn't matter." 


My eyes welled up with tears as | looked to my children. Nikki's hand was warm on my leg as he gently rubbed 
my shin. 


"It doesn't matter, Izzy. Its okay." 
| cried, no longer minding if Nikki saw me. All of my frustration and confusion escaping in the fat tears that 


rolled down my cheeks and the quiet sniffles that escaped me. | finally allowed myself to be upset with 
everything | had lost and allowed myself to express my grief and anger. 


Nikki sat with me the entire time. 
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"Hey Stradlin!" Vince called out from the elevator. "Tell Frankfurter to get his ass in gear and get out here! We 
got a fuckin’ plane to catch." 


| groaned to myself, unable to think of how | could possibly explain that he was doing his hair. | didn't even 
understand myself, so explaining it was a no go. He said he had to look good for someone. That kind of fucked 
me up. There was no one to look good for. The kids were with my brother (with whom | had recently 
reconnected with), and the rest of the Crue, including me as an unofficial member, were dressed in the 
comfiest, shittest looking clothes we could possibly find. | don't think Tommy had even brushed his hair. We 
were literally just cramming onto a fucking plane and going to New York and then cramming into a cab to face 


three hours of traffic to get to another hotel. 


But if | had learnt one thing in the weeks | had spent rooming with Sixx, it was that he tended not to make 

sense. | mean, | thought | was a mess when sober? Hell. Nikki was like glam on fucking crack. | think he traded 
his crackpipe for eyeliner or something because he completely redid his look, making it bigger and badder one 
day and then going completely without the next. | mean, the worst | ever did was the dreads, and | liked them. 


They were low-maintenance except to wash (what a pain in the ass that was, waxing and rewaxing and making 


sure my head dried, fucking gross, man). But Nikki... Well. 


When he finally came out he was ready and | was surprised. He had slathered his eyelids with liner, but 
tastefully so. Not the usual cat-eye, terror, look; but something that was just as striking. He'd also glossed his 
lips and teased his hair, and | could see that he'd stolen one of my head wraps and tied it like his bandana. 


"Holy fuck, Sixx, we're late!" 


"Was getting ready." He murmured, giving me a bit of a nudge and a wink as he walked past and into the 
elevator. | just raised a brow at him. We were late. Well.. They were. | wasn't actually part of the band, but 
they'd sort of adopted me as their mascot of sorts. 


| thought of it more like a trophy-wife situation. | wasn't with Guns any more, but | was with the Crue. | was 
just there to be shown off. How the sparks flew with that. The press was all the fuck over it and everyone 
from Guns was pissed.. Except for Duff. He was the only one | was still on good terms with. 


"What's there to get ready for?" Mick snorted, giving his bassist a sideways glance as he shifted his weight a 


bit more comfortably. 


"Anything and everything, Mickey!" Nikki chirruped, an annoyingly cheery grin taking up his face. "I mean, every 
days a new one, right? Who knows what you have to be ready for?" 


"Your shit ‘Sober Philosophy’ is going to make me start drinking again you fucking 'tard" Tommy grumbled, 
rubbing his temples. 


Nikki glared at him a moment before his attention was torn to the opening doors of the elevator. Some more 
people loaded in, looking irritated that there were already five people and a shit ton of luggage in it. We tried to 
cram to the back as they filed in, leaving me cramped against Nikki and the wall. He gave me a huge grin, his 


hand somehow winding up on my thigh and unable to move. 


We stopped at the next floor and more people filed in. Nikki turned around a little and sort of huddled over me. 
| looked up at him and he looked down at me. Like. Looked me over looked down at me. | blushed a little and 
fixed my gaze on the wall, but not before seeing him smirk. His hand was still on my thigh. | shifted a little, his 
hand moved. | shifted again.. He purposely moved his hand and put it at my hip so that he was sort of holding 


me as we stayed crammed in the corner. 


My breathing involuntarily hitched as Nikki's face got closer to mine. | felt his lips brush against my hair, his 
breath fluttering against my skin in soft and warm, mint and tobacco smelling pufts. 


The elevator dinged twice. Ground floor. | sprung forward, trying to get myself away from the strange new 
situation I'd been presented with. | didn't know what kind of game Nikki was playing, but | wasn't sure | was in 


the mood for it. 


| think Vince noticed my rather quick exit, taking up the last of my bags and making a point of getting in the 
taxi I'd rushed to. The other three crammed into the one behind us. 


"What's the dealio, Isabelle?" The singer asked, sliding into the seat next to me once he'd gotten the bags in the 
trunk. "Something up?" 


| shook my head, taking a wavering breath. | didn't want to fucking acknowledge him or what had happened. | let 
my head hang, my eyes covered by my hair. Vince gave me a quick look over before turning his attention to 


the driver, giving him the address of where we were going. Shifting in his seat, he turned back to me. 


‘Izzy, man, | don't want you being a total fucking bummer this whole drive. You wanna tell me what the fuck's 


going on?" 
| sighed, "Look. It's fine. I'm fine. Don't even worry about it" 


Vince shrugged. "Okay. If you say so." He grew quiet for a time, allowing my thoughts to wander. 


| wondered how my brother was doing with the kids. If they were getting along or if things were okay between 
them and his own kids. 


"Smoke?" Vince asked, breaking me out of my reverie by sticking his Marlboros under my nose. 


| hastily took one and moved to crack my window. Vince lit me up and | sighed after the first big inhale of the 
sickeningly bittersweet smoke. | hadn't realized how fucking much I'd needed that nicotine until | took that pull. 


"Sure you'll be okay, man?" Vince asked me as he lit up his own smoke. 


| nodded, taking a particularly long drag and hesitantly eyeing the taxi behind us in the rearview mirror. "Yeah, 
man. Just got a lot to swallow. I'll be fine." 


Taking what had to be the biggest step in the bordering-friendship that Vince and | had, he nodded and looked 
straight at me. "If you decide you wanna talk" He said. "I'll listen, okay?" 


| considered it for a moment, still somewhat preoccupied with the whole Nikki thing, before nodding. "Okay." | 
said softly. "Thank you." 


seven 


Author's Notes: 
possibly triggering material below as well as nsfw content 


Shit was falling apart. 


Shit was hitting the fan. 


Shit was all over the floor.. 


Literally. 


"Oh my God" | gagged, tripping over various somethings as | ran back out the door to throw up on the porch. 
This was fucking disgusting. This was fucking disgusting. 


How could anyone live like this? 


| mean, don't get me wrong, I'd had my fun and run-ins with the needle... I'd done coke a couple times too. It 
was fun. But | never would allow myself to have a fucking habit. Never. And | couldn't wrap my head around 


how other people could allow themselves to have habits. Especially when those habits fell to this extreme. 


Spitting into the grass, | wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and slowly braced myself for going back 
into that house. | took a few deep breaths, my eyes closed. | could do this. | had to do this. Slash hadn't been 
out anywhere in like five days. Even Duff had been to rehearsal and managed to answer his phone. He was only 
just understandable, but he managed to do it. 


Moving in slow-motion, | re-entered the house. My cheeks were puffed out as | held my breath, refusing to 
breathe in the stale, shit-smelling air as | went in. | went to the kitchen first, looking under the sink and finding 
a can of air freshener in the cupboard. Now armed with Mellow Moonbeams or whatever the fuck it was 
called, | went through the house, on the hunt for Slash, spraying that gay air freshener behind and in front of 


me as | went. 


| heard a groan from the other room and my head perked up. | heard another groan, this one different from 
the first. My mouth twisted into a frown. What the fuck There came a muffled scream, followed by a 


distinctly female moan. | hesitated at the bedroom door before opening it. 


| think the images will be forever burned into my mind. There was some chick, face down, ass up and Slash 
just pounding into her. | mean, I'd seen him fucking chicks before. I'd seen his ass too many times to count. But 
this was something else entirely. It was entirely animalistic. Raw. The girl was moaning in time with each 
thrust, drool spilling out her mouth and onto the stained mattress as her eyes watered. Slash grunted, his 
nails digging into her ass and his hand coming back to give what had to be harder than a playful swat. 


| stood in the doorway staring, too dumbfounded to do much else. 


"You gonna cum for me, bitch?" Slash growled. The girl only moaned and Slash reached up to grab a good 


handful of her hair by the roots. Pulling her head back, he snarled into her ear. "Fucking answer me, you piece 


of shit!" 


| only then realized that the girl was crying, only then snapped out of my trance of passively watching what 
was happening. She didn't want this. He was fucking hurting her. | wondered for a moment if he'd even used 


lube before shoving it in the back door.. And judging by the state of the sheets, | guessed that he hadn't. 


“Answer mel" He roared, pulling out of the girl and wrenching her around so that she was lying on her back 
before he slammed back into her, causing her to cry out. His hands closed around her throat and | finally leapt 


into action. 


"Slash, fucking, knock it of fl" | snapped, jumping forward and tearing him off of the crying and nearly 
hyperventilating chick. "You're fucking hurting her!" 


"Why won't she answer me?!" He screamed deliriously, repeating the question over and over like some kind of 
mantra. | just kind of stared for a minute as the words slurred together and gradually became: "He won't 


answer me." Over and over again. 


| was getting sort of freaked the fuck out. He was drunk. He was high. | had no idea what on, but it was fucking 


scaring me. | decided to focus on the girl while Slash curled up into a naked ball in the far corner of the bed. 


"Hey, hey." | said soothingly, putting my hand out and frowning a little when the girl flinched away from me. "I 
won't hurt you, beautiful." | was kind of exaggerating that. She looked like shit, covered in sweat and sperm and 


blood and smeared makeup and snot. "I just wanna help. What's your name, sweetheart?" 


The girl stared at me with wide eyes and didn't answer. 


‘lm gonna get you dressed, okay? Can | touch you?" She scurried away from me, shaking her head and | 
realized that might have been a poor choice of words. "I just wanna help you stand up. Can | do that? I'm just 
gonna put my hand on your arm and pull you to your feet, okay?" She nodded at that and | managed a smile at 
the progress. | pulled her off of the dirty mattress and to her feet. "Okay, come on, baby. Let's go find some 


clothes for you. Where do you live? Do you want me to call you a taxi?" 


She shook her head again, her words barely able to be heard as she whispered: "I don't have money.’ 


"l'Il take care of it, sweetie. Its okay." | said, my hand gently stroking her arm. She all but melted into my arms. 
| quickly found her a pair of Slash's jeans and a t-shirt, both of which looked halfways clean. | helped to dress 
her and also managed to clean her face up a bit with another old t-shirt. "How much money do you need?" | 


asked, "Where you staying?" 


She shook her head, eyes still a bit teary as she looked to Slash and then back to me. "l'm going to go to the 
hospital." She said quietly, "And then back to my apartment. | don't even care about him paying me. | just need 
enough to get to the hospital." 


"Paying you?" | asked, "He hired you to do that?" 


"He hired me to have sex." She spat, "That was not sex. And | swear to God if my boyfriend ever sees his 
sorry ass out in the street, he's fucking dead." 


"Hey, hey.. Calm down. Look. Here's five-hundred bucks, okay? Should be enough for the two-way taxi and any 
bills the hospital might give you. l'm sorry this happened." 


"So am |" The girl said solemnly before wiping her eyes and looking to Slash one more time. She spat on the 


floor at him before she staggered out of the room. 


| took a huge breath and let it out in one big go, my hands raking through my hair and tugging anxiously at 
the bandana around my head before | turned on Slash. He was still curled up in a ball, only now he was fucking 


crying. 


Oh boy. 


"Hey, Slash.. The hell is going on, man?" | tried to be casual about it, but he didn't respond. "You know there's 
literally shit at your front door, right? Whats up with that, man? Something happen?" 


He shook his head, still crying and hiccuping, his words coming in vague snip-its. "Threw.. Party.. Was a couple 
days ago.. Dunno what happened.” 


| grimaced. Well that was fucking disgusting. | had almost been hoping it had been his shit. | could deal with 
that. You didn't go through multiple attempts of people getting off of drugs without some form of human 
waste being excreted in really nasty ways. Shit, puke, blood, all three.. It happened. But no. It was some 


nameless and faceless person's shit. Fucking nasty. 


| suddenly realized Slash was talking, though | don't think he was talking to me. 


"Want him back.. | just want him back.. Miss him so much.." 


My heart ached. "I know, big guy.." | muttered, slowly coming forward to help him to his feet and maybe to 


the shower. "I know.. | want him back too." 


"N my kids.. Why'd he take them, Ax? Why?" Slash looked up at me with blurry, bloodshot eyes. 


| sighed, thinking to myself about how it was because he was clearly not fit to take care of any human being 
let alone a couple of helpless and completely dependant infants, but managing to keep it to myself. 


| dunno, man. Shit happens the way it happens.” 


"Its'not fair." 


| shrugged, shoving him into the shower and turning the water on. "Get cleaned up." | said, "And get your ass 
dressed" 


"Why?" Slash asked, sounding like a child. 


| snapped. "Because you've been sitting in your fucking house drinking yourself to the fucking stars and doing 
nothing but moping over the fact that Izzy's gone. Okay, | get it, you guys had fucking history.. But its time to 
fucking move on, okay? You already probably ruined his fucking life with your little ‘lets share this info with 
the whole worla' spin on the fucking MTV interview, so the least you can fucking do is stop trying to get back 
into it. He's not coming back, Slash. You fucking blew your chance. You need to get sober. You need to focus on 


starting over." 


"Don't fucking mother me." He said, sneering at me from behind the glass shower door. 


"There is literally shit on your floor from some fucking asshole deciding to take a dump at your door! HI mother 
yout all | fucking want!" | snapped, tearing open the shower door and glaring at him. “Especially seeing as you let 
your own mother down so hard that she won't even talk to you anymore, it seems that you need somebody to 


do itl" 


Slash's eyes got real wide for a minute before he lunged. He tried to tackle me, but | had the advantage of dry 
feet and sobriety and managed to step aside and deek him as he slipped on the tile floor and fell on his ass. 


"You motherfucker!" He screeched, "Get out! Get the fuck out of my house!" 


"Already on the way out." | growled, wondering why | had even thought to try and pull the madman from his 
cave. Clearly he wasn't ready. Clearly | wasn't able to handle him. 


| don't know what | was thinking as | paused in the bathroom's doorway, but | decided to tell him what | had 
learned through Duff's keeping in touch with Izzy. 


‘Izzy's moved on, man" | said lowly, a still violent edge to my voice as | peered over my shoulder. "He's hanging 
out with the Crüe.. Doing solo shit.. Supposedly got someone new. He's moved on.. Maybe you should do the 


same." 


Slash tried to get up from the floor and jump at me again, but he was swaying so much he ended up just 
standing beside the sink, his nails clawing at the marble counter-top as he tried to keep his balance. 


| tried not to let the door hit me on my way out, leaving through the front door so | didn't have to endure 
the shit at the back. As | shoved my hands in the pockets of my jacket and hunched my shoulders against the 


evening wind, | thought | heard the gut-wrenching scream of a completely broken man. 


But | couldn't find it within myself to care. 


New York 
1435 hours 


Our flight was only about five hours. It wasn't entirely awkward, but | think that was mostly because | made a 
point of sitting seperate from Nikki. When we got to the hotel though... | knew | had to room with him. We'd 
already made our bunk-buddy arrangements and | didn't want to be that one asshole. So | went up to mine and 


Nikki's room and slowly began to unpack, already anticipating Nikki's coming up. 


He was up about twenty minutes after I'd finished packing my stuff into drawers. We would be staying here 
for a while, so | figured that | might as well unpack. | didn't entirely know what to expect when Nikki came up, 
but a bottle of expensive-looking carb merlot really wasn't it. 


He crept into the room, shaking the bottle gently as he showed it off. 


"You wanna get smashed?" He asked. 


"We're both sober, Nikk." | sighed, exhaling a lungful of smoke from the cigarette | lay smoking. 


"Okay, okay. So no getting smashed. Its only the one bottle anyway, so i doubt it'll do much for either of us. 


But seriously, want some? It was complimentary.” 


| rolled away from him, just trying to ignore the alcohol. | fucking craved it. | wanted to take the bottle and 
just fucking down the whole Goddamn thing. 


"Just a glass?" He pleaded. 

"Why?" 

"Because it's free? Because it's just one glass of wine and it won't ruin your sobriety. Its not like I'm asking 
you to drop acid with me and go to some fucking rave in the alley to deal drugs. It's a glass of really nice 


looking wine. It's red and fucking everything, man" 


| sighed, not really wanting to, but giving into his request anyway. He poured me the wine and brought it over, 


sitting next to me on the bed as he set the bottle on the end table. 


| took a tentative sip of the wine, my mouth watering like a starving man's at the acrid taste of alcohol. My 
second and third sips were exponentially faster than previous times. | had finished the first glass before I'd 


even noticed it was gone. 

Nikki giggled as he topped me up, his gaze lingering on me. 

"You know." He said softly, no doubt noticing my look of disgust as | looked at the second glass of wine. "It's 
okay to enjoy it every once in a while. Sometimes a nice good drink really does just solve the problem. And you 
my friend, have some problems that need solving." 

"| do, do 1?" | asked skeptically. 


"Oh yes. And so do |. But that's okay. We've all got issues." 


| rolled my eyes and downed my second glass. 


| no longer remembered what happened. Somehow my second glass turned into a third and from there it just 
became more and more until my second glass of wine turned into a second bottle split between me and Nikki. 
Both of us were feeling good, drunk and giddy and all around great. | giggled childishly at some joke Nikki had 
finished telling, laughing even as his head fell onto my shoulder. 


He laughed until he caught his breath and then proceeded to just look up at me from his roost on my 


shoulder. 
"Your eyes are real pretty." He said softly, causing me to blush. 
"Sh-shut the fuck up." | stammered, turning my gaze away. 


"No really." Nikki laughed, "You've got pretty eyes and a pretty face and pretty hair. You're really pretty, 
dollface." 


| thought my veins might collapse from the unnecessary strain 


But | think it was when his lips found mine that i really wondered just what the fuck was happening. We were 
both drunk and this was wrong.. But i don't think either of us cared. 


His tongue slowly slid into my mouth to meet mine. The movements were lazy, slow. Nikki's hands slid up my 


back and pulled me into his lap. He was fucking hard. | gasped and tried to pull away. 

‘Its been so long." He whined. "It doesn't have to mean anything if you don't want it to.." 

It had been a really long time since I'd gotten any either, Slash hadn't exactly been the most giving of partners, 
and I'd never wanted to hire a whore because the kids were around.. But Nikki was not Slash and the kids 


weren't here. 


| gasped again and jerked my own hips against him, seeking that heat and hardness. He gave it to me, moving 
me just slightly so that i was sitting right on his erection and able to grind my ass against it. 


| hope you know this is wrong." | mumbled. 
| felt him nod against my neck, his hips still moving against me. He kissed my cheek. 
"| know." he gasped. 


"We're gonna regret this in the morning." | continued, gasping loudly as his kisses moved down to my neck and 


swiftly became bites instead. 
"| don't really care.. Do you?" 


| really didnt, but | didn't give him the gratification of an answer. He pulled my shirt off and smoothed his 
hands down my chest before allowing me to do the same. | really wasn't sure if | wanted to do this, the 
implications of fucking Nikki Sixx very well could be great in size and number.. But fuck he felt good against me. 
And fuck | needed to let loose a little and stop caring so much. I'd used to do shit like this all the time.. Hook 


Ups and just sex.. Why had | stopped? 
Oh yeah. The kids. 


| tried to pull away again, my words slurred as | mumbled something about wanting to call my brother. Nikki 


quietly shushed me and pulled my jeans down my thighs. 
"It can wait, beautiful. The kids are fine" 

| logically knew that. But | was seriously doubting i wanted to take this road 
Well. 

Until his hand closed around my dick 


| moaned softly and arched into his hand completely shamelessly. | felt like a whore, not that it was the first 
time. He swiped his thumb over the head and bit at my earlobe. | keened. 


"We're gonna fuckin’ regret this in the morning." | gasped, already succumbing to the wonderful feelings that 


were washing over me as we spiralled toward sex. 


"I know." Nikki growled, causing me to shiver. "You want me to call for a hooker instead? Let you and | just 


beat off in the shower at separate times?" 


| shook my head, shifting my hips as his other hand went down to prod at my ass. His fingers soon found my 
hole and | tried not to be so obvious as to how fucking much | wanted it. 


"This is good" | gasped, moaning as his first finger, wet with spit, breached me. 
"IFs just a little fun" He purred, his tongue sweeping sweat from the side of my face. "A little tension relief." 


| groaned, wanting to bury my face and hide at the noises that were escaping me as he added a second and 


third finger and actively sought out my prostate. | moved with him, craving so much more. 


When he pulled his fingers out | was caught with mixed emotions. | needed something inside me. And | knew 
that there was something coming. Nikki lay on his back, pulling me forward a bit to let me ride him. He was 
letting me control the pace.. If it wasn't for the fact we were both just aiming to get off, I'd have been 
touched. 


The head of his cock rubbed against my entrance and i bit my lip. | could probably get off on that feeling alone. 
The desperation driving that primal heat inside me. | wanted it. | wanted it so bad | ached. 


"Condom?" | stammered through my haze, still grinding against him. 


"lll pull out." He assured me, gaze half-lidded. 
| choked on a moan as he palmed my erection. 


"You fucking better." | growled, slowly pushing myself down. | sighed happily as he sunk into my flesh, my 


primal needs being served. 
Nikki moaned, his hips making little jerky movements as | adjusted. He wasn't huge or anything, but it had been 
a while since I'd done this. | fell forward and let my hands rest on his chest to hold me up. | moaned softly, 


starting to move against him and drowning in the feeling of him driving up into me. 


We would regret this. That much was certain. There was going to be some awkwardness in the morning. That | 


knew.. Vince would probably flip his shit at the empty wine bottles in our room too, but | didn't care. 


| was finally, for the first time in a long time, taking care of myself and my needs. Even if those needs were 
just getting fucked, it was good. 


So like a good whore, | spread for him. | let him fuck me and it lasted pretty well the whole night, our 
gratification being purposely delayed until we dissolved in ecstasy. Nikki kept to his word and pulled out, jerking 
himself as he blew me. We came simultaneously, giving over to the pleasure and even going so far as to lay 
next to each other afterward. His fingers danced over my arm, tracing my tattoo. 

"Still wanna call your brother?" He asked. 

| nodded lazily, sighing as i rolled over. "Yeah." | closed my eyes, "I'll do it in the morning." 

Nikki kissed my forehead and | snorted. "You gonna sleep?" He asked, words slurred slightly. 

"Yeah..." 


"Okay... l'm gonna unpack my shit." 


"Okay..." 


eight 
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West Hollywood, CA 
04:20 hours 


You know what, man? Fuck Axl. He thought he was so much fucking better than me. Thought he was so much 
fucking better than everyone. Staying sober and shit.. Where's the fucking fun in that? We were a fucking rock 
n roll band. Top o the world. Fuck his fucking sober shit. 

You know who else thought he was better than everyone for being some sober fucking saint? 

Izzy. 

Oh, Izzy. What could | say about Izzy beyond the fact that | wanted to wring his scrawny fucking neck? 

| loved him. Or so | thought. Maybe my definition of love was different from everyone else's, but we had kids. | 
had to love him.. Right? Wasn't that the way that shit worked? You have kids, get married and live happily 
ever after? 

Well, apparently not. | was cruelly disillusioned the day that he left. And how long ago was that? | don't even 
remember. It had been so long since I'd seen a calendar and even longer since I'd left the fucking house. 
Whenever Izzy left | was taken to jail. Yeah, they held me for like two days, pressed charges.. Axl paid my bail. 
When word got out about what happened, about me having gone crazy and trying to attack my boyfriend, | 
was instantly attacked. The press were all over me. My mom called me and told me she never wanted to hear 
from me again until | turned over a new leaf and got sober. Axl had come over and.. Well. 

But you know what? 

Fuck them. 

Fuck all of them. 


| was fine. | was fucking happy, having the time of my life. And since | didn't have those brats up in the middle 
of the night and sleeping at weird times and basically ruling my life | was able to go back to living. 


| snorted another line off this chick's stomach and loosed a happy noise. | was fine. | was feeling so fucking 


good. And its not like | was lonely. | had Jessica.. Or.. Stacey.. Whatever her fuckin’ name was. Yeah. She was 


good company. 


| licked up her stomach where my line of coke had been and purred. There was another line on the other side 


of her belly button. 


"Baby." She slurred, still half asleep and well-fucked. "Maybe you should slow down. You've done so much 
already." 


| slapped her thigh and growled. "Shut the fuck up and go back to sleep." 
She sighed, but otherwise made no more noise. 


| was quick in snorting the next line, continuing to rub my nose up her body and to her breasts. Nuzzling into 
the soft flesh, | smirked. That was something Izzy never had. Sure, he had a big cock, but he didn't have 
boobs. | was a tit man, and the lack of tit was a seriously detrimental thing on our sex life. | was amazed that 


| was even able to get it up for him. 


| licked the underside of Whatshername’s breast and listened as she sighed in pleasure. That's right, bitch. You 
sigh for me. | nibbled at the area around her nipple and got a small sound akin to a moan. | growled in pleasure, 
shifting my weight a little when my arm started to feel a little numb. It didn't really help, but | didn't question 


it. The feeling would go away, | was sure. 

| purred as Whatshername started to tug on my hair and rake her nails over my scalp. That shit was good | 
shifted again and started to grind myself against her leg. She spread for me and made some quiet sighing 
noises. 

My breathing grew ragged, some foreign pressure on my chest. That didn't make sense. | was on top. 

My nostrils flared as | took some heavy breaths and continued my assault of her breasts. Shit, yeah. She felt 
so fucking good. | couldn't get enough. | went to crawl right over her so | could stick it in and fuck her for the 
second time that morning, but instead of moving, | froze. | couldn't move, my heart was pounding so loud. 
Whatshername looked concerned. 

"Slash? Slash, baby. Is something wrong?" 

Why was she looking so concerned? 

| could vaguely feel the sweat pouring off me. | gasped, the pressure on my chest flaring into a sharp pain 
that down my arm. My heart raced. My head was spinning. | convulsed and fell off the bed, lying on the floor 


and staring up at the ceiling as | tried to understand what was happening. Was this some kind of fucking 
seizure? A fucking bad trip? 


| gasped as Whatshername looked over the side of the bed and madly scrambled for the phone. She was on the 
phone with II when she came down and started touching me. Not sexually. She was like pressing the side of 
my neck and petting my face n’ shit. | struggled not to freak out, but things were getting dark. 


In the darkness, | saw a face. | mean, | was certain as all hell that | was going to die. This was what it was like 
in your final moments, right? You see the light. Your loved ones bringing you to that happy place of brightness 
and God. 


But | saw Izzy, luring me into the darkness like he had nearly five years ago when we first met. 


And | was afraid. 


New York 
1:30 hours 


When | finally woke up it was to the feeling of someone's deadweight around me. | was more than shocked at 
first and struggled to sit up or get away. When | remembered the previous night's events, however, | relaxed 
and let Nikki's warmth seep into me. My heart was racing, but not entirely in a bad way. Really, | supposed it 
had been a long time coming, but | just hadn't wanted to admit it. | was still struggling with the depression and 
stresses of having left my baby-daddy and didn't want to admit to the possibility of being on the market again 
| honestly didn't think that it was okay for me to have a little fun. | mean, not only was | a supposedly sober 
ex-addict, but | was a father to two tiny little babies that needed some sort of stability, right? 


But in my struggling to stay responsible and supportive, | had completely forgotten to take care of myself. 
Looks like that problem was solved for now. It was amazing how a good fucking could just let everything melt 


away. 


| went to move again, this time just to reach for my smokes. Nikki's hold tightened around me and | felt him 
turn his face into my ribcage. 


"Don't be that asshole." He slurred, "Stay in bed" 

| laughed softly, looking over at him and smiling. | couldn't help it 

"Im just grabbing a smoke. Want one?" 

He nodded, shifting around and sitting up slowly. He clutched his head and made a small wounded noise. | 


supposed that he had drank significantly more than me. | gave him a sympathetic look along with his smoke and 
lit his before mine. 


He took a deep drag and sighed it out contentedly. | watched the smoke as it passed parted lips, amazed at the 


sight for whatever reason 

Feelin’ okay this morning?" He asked, giving me a squinted look over. 

"Yeah." | murmured, lighting my cigarette and sitting up properly in the bed. “Slept great. Thanks for that." 
He smirked, "No problem, man. Any time." 

My brow raised at that, but | let it be, turning my gaze toward the big picture window on Nikkis side of the 
bed. We had a great view of the city and the traffic cutting through it. l'd always liked New York, they'd had 


one hell of a Punk scene back in the day. I'm sure it was still going strong too. 


| watched as a couple birds danced just outside the window, their tweeting sounding like music, but probably 
really just being the bird version of catcalls. 


| felt Nikki breathing next to me, and then felt him move. He snuggled into my side. 
"Hold me" He exclaimed when | looked down at him. "I feel so awful" 

| chuckled, "Well if you hadn't of drank so much." | chastised, giggling at the dirty look it got me. 

"Shut up, you drank as much as | did" 

‘Less. You finished a couple of my glasses on me 

He grumbled aimlessly all the way up to my lips. He smirked down at me before he gave me a quick kiss. 
"You're lucky | like it, or ld punch you in the face." 

"You like my face?" | asked, goading him on even as | blushed at the compliment. 

"Yeah" He said softly. "Its a handsome face" 


Handsome. Huh. | don't think anyone had called me handsome since | was like.. Twelve. Slash sure as hell didn't 


say things like that either. If he ever doled out a compliment it was that i was pretty. | was his pretty bitch. 


| chewed at my lip as | looked away, smiling like a dumbass as Nikki smirked at me. He snuggled into me again 
and continued to finish his smoke quietly. | was surprised at how comfortable it all was. How easily it came. | 
was expecting an awkward morning after but there was none. There was just me and Nikki lying in the hotel 


bed smoking and being together, enjoying each others company. Nikki gave me a few lazy kisses every now and 


again, but beyond that it was pretty still 


"So can | ask a question?" Nikki eventually asked Our darts had long since burned out. 
| nodded, "Yeah. Shoot." 
"Is this going to be a one time thing?" He asked. 


| paused, mulling it over and trying to fully process it. | looked the bassist over a bit to try and gauge what he 
wanted so | wouldn't make it awkward with my answer. | also took the couple seconds to do some serious soul 
searching. | had no idea what | wanted. | had no idea where | stood. My kids were top priority over a 
relationship so | didn't know. 


| told him just that. 


| won't say yes." | said slowly, watching as Nikki perked up. "But | won't say no." He looked interested, so i 
continued. "| don't know if I'm ready for anything solid right now. l'm still on the loop from leaving Slash... I'm 
still trying to figure out what | want to do because of leaving Guns. | don't want to tell you no and then 
become completely unstable in like three weeks. Also, the kids." | paused, finding that Nikki was looking far more 
at peace than I'd thought he would. "I'm not doing anything that might jeopardize them. I'm not saying | don't 
trust you, but l.. | don't want to have them get attached then have to separate if something happens." | 


paused a minute. "| say we take it slow. Keep hanging out and see where it goes." 


Nikki smiled and gave me a nod, his fingers trailing up my stomach and making me squirm. It tickled. "Okay. | can 
respect that, man. But uh.. What about sex?" He smirked and looked me over. | couldn't help but smirk back at 
him. "Can we keep doing that?" 


"Just don't knock me up or give me something and we're cool." | said, feeling slightly awkward about it. Nikki 
just laughed and snuggled back into my side. 


"tll try, that much | can promise." 

| couldn't help but smile, only too glad that Nikki was so cool about it. Slash's words from when | had left were 
slowly beginning to melt away. There was someone who wanted me. There was someone who didn't really care 
about the fucked upedness of my body. There was someone who desired me. 

Or at least, | assumed that Nikki desired me. That would explain his sucking on my neck a bit more than 
nothing. He licked at the spot and nuzzled into it. | didn't really get any vibe that he wanted sex. There just 


wasn't that feeling in the air, ya know? 


So as Nikki continued to cuddle into me n’ shit, | reached for the TV remote, somewhat surprised by Nikki's 
neediness. | didn't complain though, | liked it well enough. 


| flipped through the channels a bit before deciding that coffee was starting to take precedence. | slowly went 


about peeling myself away from Nikki, having to give him several kisses to convince him | wasn't going far. | 
loved it. Even if it wasn't necessarily an emotional thing, it was quickly becoming one. He was just so ridiculous 
and adorable it made me want to scream. I'd always imagined him as being the crazy and rough lover, but no. 
He was just so fucking sweet. 


| walked naked to the coffeemaker, unashamed of my body only because Nikki had tried to hold on to it before 
I'd stood up. | felt powerful. | felt beautiful. | felt wanted. 


Nikki continued to surf through the channels for a little bit, pausing on whatever caught his eye. | listened only 
partially, more concentrated on the coffee than anything. | poured two cups and made them up to taste before 
bringing them out. Nikki sat up as | handed him his coffee. | crawled in under the covers and planted myself 
against Nikki's body. He hummed happily and left the TV play on some music station His arm wound around my 
waist and | smiled into my coffee 
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The days to follow were hard to keep up on, the boys and | blew through New York and out again so quickly 
that it felt early when Nikki and | finally went to collect our children from my brother. We drove alone 
together and | was behind the wheel. We were just coming into Lafayette when Nikki finally stopped playing with 
the radio dial. He had spent a majority of the hour long drive from the airport doing just that: playing with the 
dial, bouncing between stations and constantly adjusting the volume. 


"We almost there?" He asked impatietly, crossing one leg over the other that his boot rest on the glove box. 
| sighed and blew some hair out of my eyes. "Yeah, we're almost there." 
"Good" He huffed, adjusting the dial one more time as he lowered the volume. "It's been ages." 


| looked over curiously before looking back to the road, having to slow my speed as we went through a school 


zone. "What's been ages?" | asked, not quite understanding where he was going. 


“Since we've seen the kids." He murmured, reaching into the backseat to grab a can of Coke from the case 
we'd bought earlier. He cracked it open as he continued. "I mean, it's been a real long time since I've been 
without my boy pretty much seared to my hip.. Even during concerts and stuff, like he wouldn't come out on 
stage-- I'd be too scared of him getting hit by one of the tech guys or getting hurt or something, but he'd 
always be backstage waiting for me when | got off” 


| gave a small smile, glad to know that | wasn't alone in the emotion. It had been so long since I've been without 
them and come to think of it, | don't think | really ever had gone away from them, not for longer than twelve 
hours anyway. Of course it had to do with the fact that | had no one worth trusting for longer than twelve 
hours, but that was another story in and of itself. 


Pulling into the driveway of my brother's house | was unsurprised to see his wife out on the front lawn 
chasing after their own kids and Gunner as the twins crawled after them all, occassionally trying to toddle 
after them for as long as they were able. | threw the car in park and waved back at my sister-in-law when 


she came up to the car, arms raised over her head as a smile overtook her face. 


"Jeff! You're back! How was the trip? Did you bring any cool souven--" She stopped, mouth slightly ajar in her 
lack of finishing her sentence when she saw Nikki get out of the car. She'd already met him, but she still got 
that look of surprise and disbelief on her face. Nikki Sixx, in the flesh! Always a treat. She promptly came up 
to my side of the car and embraced me as | got out. "So did you get any cool souvenirs?” She asked, finally 


finishing her thought. 


| shook my head as | smiled, pulling away after a moment, "Nah, it was just New York." | chuckled, planting a 
small kiss on her forehead before pulling away completely to go scoop my kids up off the ground. They 
exploded into fits of giggles and joyous screams as | smothered them both with kisses. "And how were my li'l 
monsters?" | asked, babying them both with stupid random sounds and a fake growling voice. They got a kick 
out of it, and apparently so did Nikki, because he was laughing from the other side of the car as he made his 


way around. 


"They were good" Came the response as my sister-in-law leaned up against the car, eying up both Nikki and | 
as we swamped our respective kids in attention She put a hand on her own daughter's shoulder as she came 


running up to hug her leg. "Darcy's gotta get over her night schedule still" She chuckled. 


"Uncle J..2" My neice's voice was small as she poked her head up from her mother's leg. "Are you gonna leave 
now?" 


"Probably, baby, | gotta find a place to stay for the night" | said softly, opening my arms a bit more as she 


came rushing over, a high pitched whine escaping her. 


"Noooo000!" She cried. "| don't wantchyu to go! | never get to see you..” She looked up, fat tears hanging in her 


eyes. 


| looked up to her mother, somewhat exasperated. She laughed at me, a soft smile touching her lips. "You could 
stay here, y'know. lm sure Kev would love to see you too." Her gaze rolled over to Nikki as he moved to help 
me out of being smothered in children as the second neice came up to join the first. "He can stay too if he 
behaves." 


Nikki snorted a laugh and | couldn't help but smile. "| dunno, that might be a bit much to ask" | teased. That 


earned me a swift punch in the arm and an uttered "fuck off" from under Sixx's breath. 


She laughed as she stood straight and made her way toward the house. "Come in, make yourselves 
comfortable and at least wait til Kevin comes home before you's head out" 


Settled down, | somehow became the one to manage all the kids as supper was being made. Nikki helped, sort of. 


He more just bounced his own son on his knee as he watched me read a story to the small gang that had 


formed on and around me. 

Darcy was napping against my chest as | read, Noah was absently reaching for my hands, seemingly amused 
by my flipping the pages. My neices, Mae and Sonja, were curled together and sort of in my lap, and their 
older brother, whom had been out with his friends at the ball diamond when | had first come in, Rich, was 


sitting beside me. He was reading his own shit for school, but he occasionally listened in 


"Bagheera stretched his sleek black body and gently said," | paused, letting Rich speak up as the voice of the 
panther from the book. 


"Little Brother," he said smoothly, peeking up at his sisters. "Feel under my jaw." 

| continued, "Mowgli felt under the panther's silky chin and felt a bald spot." 

"Why was Bagheera bald, uncle J?" Sonja piped up, looking at me with wide green eyes. "Was he getting old?" 

| chuckled softly, unable to speak before Rich scoffed. 

"No he wasn't old, dumby. It was from a collar!" 

‘It was jus'a question!" Sonja cried, "Uncle J, he called me a dumby!" 

"Alright knock it off" | chastised, closing the book as | did. "Why don't you two go play with your dollhouse or 
something?" | gently suggested to the girls, noticing the smug look that started to creep across Rich's face. | 
opened my mouth to retort but was surprised by Nikki beating me to the chase. 

"Hey Rich, you're not scott free. Go help your mum with supper." 

"You can't tell me what to dol" Came the seven year old's retort. 

My brow raised but Nikki just looked amused 


"Yeah | can, mom gave me the go ahead. She also gave me the go ahead to spank ya if ya didn’t listen" 


Rich blanched a little at that. "He's making that up, right uncle J?" The boy turned to me with a desperate 


expression. 
| knew it was all bullshit, but | could tell Nikki wanted to be as alone as possible for a minute. 


"| dunno, lil man, you best go ask mom and see, huh? Give her a hand while you're at it and get on her good 


side." 


Without a moments hesitation more than that, the boy was up and out, scrambling as fast as he could out 


into the kitchen 
| laughed softly and looked back over my shoulder to look up at Nikki. He smiled at me, Gunner asleep in his lap. 
"You doin’ okay, sweet cheeks?" 


"More than okay." | murmured, pulling Noah in toward my stomach as he tried to squirm off to explore the 
room. | looked away from Nikki for a moment as | tried to round up my children. "Why d'ya ask?" 


He looked me over for a moment, "You know why l'm asking. It's the same reason your sis-in-law made us 
stay-- even if you don't realize it” | looked away and his gaze followed me. "Are you doing okay?" He asked 
again, this time a bit more insistent. 


My jaw tightened and | refused to answer for a moment. On the drive up, in between Nikki's constant changing 
of the stations, one station had a breaking news announcement that had sort of jarred me. 


Slash had had a heartattack. Reports said that it was a cocaine and alcohol infused cause and that he was stil 
in the hospital getting things sorted out. 


It was weird to me, to have gone so long without a single care about him, not a single worry, to suddenly 
realizing that he could have died. He had already been dead to me for so long and yet | still had to pull over to 
the side of the fucking highway because I'd been crying so hard. | had no love for any of the things that he 
had done to me but in a weird sort of way, he was still a major part of my life. His children and mine were 
still with me and in that way | would never be completely free of him. | knew that he would never clean 
himself up completely for the sake of those things but there was still that inkling way down deep in the back 
of my mind and heart that maybe, just maybe, things could have worked out. That maybe, perhaps, | should 
have tried harder to pull him out of that pit. Afterall, | had been there myself. | knew how hard it was. 


But at the same time... 


| had managed to get control of those urges. Even if Nikki and | had our little wine nights that we enjoyed, they 


were still relatively controlled and we were only fucking each other up instead of the general public. 
"ll be fine." | managed to croak. "ld just.. Rather not think about it right now, you know? Its." 


"Complicated." Nikki finished for me, cupping Gunner to his chest as he slid out of his seat to join me on the 


floor. "I know. | know, | just wanna make sure you're not gonna do anything stupid, okay?" 


"Stupid how?" | laughed, disbelief hitting me like a freight train "Like stupid to go find him? The last time | saw 
him he nearly scratched my fucking eye out. Like stupid to put myself in a fucking coma over his own 
stupidity? | actually have something to live for. I'm not going to do anything stupid, Nikki." 


"Yeah, well, you can never worry too much." He murmured, resting his head on my shoulder as he sighed. 


"Especially about your f--" 
"Fuckbuddy?" 


| was gonna say friends, dipshit." He said, head popping up as he stifled a laugh. "But yeah, you can't worry too 
much about your fuckbuddies either, | mean if you don't look out for each other who will you look out for, 


know what I'm saying?" 
| cracked a smile despite myself, looking away when Nikki beamed. 


"I know what you're sayir." | sighed, leaning back into him and loosing a breath as he shuffled around. Gunner 
wound up koala-ing my arm as Nikki pulled me and the twins properly into his lap. | let my eyes slip shut, a sea 
of emotions rising in me. "But it's still fucked up.” 


"I know." He said softly, stroking my hair out of my face. "| know, babe, but you know what? Worrying over him 
ain't gonna do anything. He's in the hospital, he's still breathing, you don't have to plan a funeral or nothing. He's 
done nothing for you so why should you even entertain the thought of doing anything for him? Even if you're 
tryna be the bigger man, you're not achieving anything. You already are the bigger man. You let go of 
something that most people would have clung on to. You still got hope for someone who's fucked themselves 
up so bad that even God ain't willing to fix ‘em. You're just gonna make yourself sick if you worry about it, so 
don't bother worrying about it” 


"Hmph." 
"That's not much of a reply." He chuckled, still stroking my forehead 


"Well it's all | got." | muttered, stroking my own thumb over Darcy's hand when she moved in her sleep. "You 


don't get it." 
Nikki's hand stopped and when | looked up | found him looking down at me with a very odd expression. 
"But | do." He said softly. "Don't forget, you ain't the only single dad between us." 


The unbridled heartbreak in his voice made me stop in my tracks. Oh God. How fucking selfish was | being? How 
could | be so fucking self-absorbed that | completely forgot that Nikki was dealing with the same or similar 
with his ex-wife-- A woman he had actually married and planned a full future with. At least with Slash there 


had been some sense of "not going to last" with how it all came of an accident. 


The next few minutes were a blur. All | remember was that | started crying because | was so pissed off at 
myself for being such a fucking retard | remember tilting my head back and leaning up and catching Nikki in as 
heated a kiss as was possible with my being upside down and pre-occupied with the kids. | remember him 
returning it with earnest and that being his acceptance of my unspoken apology. 


He gently dotted his fingers up my jawline and back into my hair again as he fed me multiple little kisses. Each 
press of his lips and each glide of his fingertips spoke of acceptance and understanding. | tried to magically 
emboss my meaning into him through my few touches but | honestly couldn't be sure that | had that same 
ability as he did His hands swept back and his thumbs reached the base of my skull. His nails scratched lightly 


at my scalp and | felt like all of the negative energy was being washed away. 


Later, when my tears had ceased and Kevin had come home and swept all the kids away with him to go to the 
playground at the school, and Nikki and | were by ourselves in the guest bedroom to rest off supper and our 
long trip, | realized something. 


Nikki Sixx looked a lot more at peace with the world when he slept, head in my lap, and hand in mine than he 
did at any other time. | realized then that there was a lot more than | had been seeing. That Nikki's stupid 
antics that were to try and alleviate my pain weren't just for me, that he was as selfish as he was selfless. | 
realized then that despite my own bitching and complaining and wallowing in self pity and the relentless agony 
of being me, | had completely neglected the give some, take some part of a friendship. 


| realized then that sometimes the helpers needed help. 


And | realized right then and there that | wanted to try and move on for real so | could be that help. 
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Lataye tte, Indiana 


| woke with a quiet sound passing my lips. Nikki's hands filtered down across my spine, his fingers toying with 
the soft fabric of my T-shirt. | couldn't help but arch into the touch, my back was sensitive, ticklish almost. | 
heard a low chuckle rise up from behind me, Sixx's hands moving quickly to my front to pull me in closer to 
him. | grunted softly when | felt his dick poking me in the ass, swatting absently at his hands and squirming 
around to get comfortable again. All | wanted to do was sleep. I'd been up several times to check on the kids as 


they'd woken up. 
"Izzy." Came a quiet purr. 
| huffed and squeezed my eyes shut. 


‘Izzy... Nikki rubbed against me, his leg swinging over my hips to make the movements less awkward. "I know 


you're awake, sweet cheeks." 


"Five more minutes." | grumbled, nuzzling my way under the pillow and trying to ignore the fact | was getting 


hard. 

Nikki's movements stilled but | heard him sigh and felt him shift again so that he was just pressed hard 
against me. His hand smoothed under my shirt before stroking up and down my stomach and | grumbled 
quietly to myself. It wasn’t necessarily that | disliked having my tummy touched, but | knew he could feel my 


scar and | was still fairly self conscious about it. 


| heard him sigh again, his hips bumping against me a bit impatiently. | sighed and pulled out from under the 


pillow to peek over my shoulder at him. 

"You're not giving up, are you?" 

He nuzzled absently at my neck "Nope. Woke up full chub, | wanna get a leg over." He paused, "Please?" 
"You already have a leg over." | muttered, shifting against said leg as | tried to let my eyes fall shut again 


Nikki groaned. "You know what | mean." He grumbled, shifting against me again. | had to stifle a noise. "Just a 


quickie, lz, please." 


| whined softly, stifling a noise into the pillows as Nikki's hand roamed down my stomach and toward my crotch. 
| involuntarily pushed back against him. 


"Please, 12?" He breathed, grinding gently against me. 


| hummed quietly, finally giving up on the notion of sleep as his fingers closed around me and his other arm 


slid around to pull me in. Rubbing me through my shorts, Nikki moaned quietly in my ear. 

"Should | take that as a yes?" 

| made a small gasp of pleasure and nodded. Nikki chuckled as he shifted us around, putting me on my back as 
he crawled on top. He ground against me, his hands roaming up and teasing my shirt off. | arched off the 
mattress and pressed myself against him, our lips met and | couldn't help but groan into the kiss as it 
deepened. 

"Fuck you're gorgeous." He murmured, peeling my shorts down and stroking me more directly. 

"Mmmn." 

"You gonna like this?" 

"Yeah." | whispered, pushing into his touch and bringing my hands up into his hair. 

"Gonna cum for me, sweetcheeks?" 

"God, yeah..." | purred, scratching down his back and tugging at his boxers. "Just fuck me, Sixx." 

He chuckled, biting at my lower lip and tugging. "Horny fucker.” 


"You started it" | muttered, sighing as | finally felt him prodding at my entrance. 


"Damn right. I'll finish it too." He growled, bringing his two fingers from between his lips and thrusting them 


into me. | cried out and ground against his hand, "Fuck." He purred. 

| rolled against him, groaning softly as his fingers brushed against my prostate. | keened as he pulled out of 
me, humming as he replaced his fingers with his cock My hands went up over my head, fingers brushing the 
headboard as Nikki languidly thrust into me. 


"Gorgeous... He murmured, leaning down to catch my lips as | leaned up to meet him. 


My fingers danced up his ribcage and back down his arm and across his hands to my own hips. A throaty 
moan escaped into his mouth as | closed my fingers around myself and pumped along with his thrusts. Rocking 


against him, | relished in the little noises he made. We couldn't be too loud and risk waking anyone up, nor did | 


want to deal with the awkwardness of facing my mom and step dad at the breakfast table if they heard.. 
After staying with my brother for a couple nights, Kevin and Nikki convinced me to go see my parents while 
we were in town. This was our second night over and we planned in heading out in a couple days to meet back 


up with the rest of the Crüe boys in Chicago. 


| groaned as Nikki thrust into me harder, his grip tightening on my hips as he rocked me. | stopped jacking 
myself off to properly grip the headboard, having to make an effort to stay quiet. 


"Oh my God, Nikki." | gasped, choking on a moan as he managed to hit that spot inside me. 

"You gonna cum for me, Stradlin or what?" 

| just groaned, pushing back on him as much as possible. Nikki's thrusts stuttered and | knew he was close. | 
whined, writhing against him and panting, trying so desperately to reach that peak. We met again in a needy 
kiss, teeth pulling shortly thereafter at each others lips and necks. There would be no hiding some of the deep 
purple bruises, the headboard hit the wall, the mattress creaked. | groaned, biting down on my hand to try and 
muffle my noises. My legs wound around Nikki's waist, heels digging into his spine and urging him on. 

A few short "ahs" left Nikki's lips, his breath falling short as he pulled out and came awkwardly over my 
thighs. | groaned as | followed, my body tensing and eventually falling slack. | welcomed his warm mouth on my 
collarbone, the kisses laid sweet and repairing to the couple spots he'd broken my skin 

"And you wanted an extra five minutes sleep." Nikki chuckled, nibbling playfully at my jaw. 

| groaned tiredly, rubbing my eyes and stretching out against him. "Yeah." | mumbled, "Could have used it too." 
"More than a good fucking raw?" 

| laughed softly, still flushed from our little romp. 

"Probably." | murmured, humming softly as Nikki shifted around to lay beside me. 

We both jumped when the phone on the bedside table rang, looking at each other and laughing at our reaction 
"Jeff?" Came my stepfathers voice up the stairs. "Call's for youl” 

| frowned, looking to the phone with a growing sense of apprehension. 


"Who is it?" 


"Dunno, just a call from LA, asked for you. You want me to tell them off?" 


Nikki laughed beside me and | swat at his chest, "Nah, I'll pick up. Thanks." 


| hesitated before finally picking up the line and clearing my throat. Nikki nuzzled into my chest, humming as 
my free hand carded through his sweaty hair. 


"Hello?" 


Hollywood, Los Angeles, California 


| woke up in the hospital, my body aching deeply as | looked around. | half expected to roll over and see 
someone sitting in the chair next to the bedside. 


There was no one. Not even Stacey or Madeline or whatever her name was. 

| lolled my head over to look at the bedside table. Again nothing. Just a phone. 

The monitor next to me beeped as tears stung my eyes as | realized that | was completely alone. There wasn't 
even a clock in the room to tell me how long I'd been in here. Was no one worried about me? What had 
happened anyway? | couldn't remember anything past getting wheeled in from the back of an ambulance, people 


running around, a defibrillator, my chest hearing with every shock that passed through my body. 


| choked on a sob. A heart attack. l'd had a motherfucking heart attack. | thought that was something that only 
happened to old people. 


I'd had a heart attack and no one was here. Did anyone even know? 


| wiped my eyes before forcing myself to sit up. | paused when | saw something in my peripheral. Looking down, 
| almost choked. My chest was all patched up with gauze, red seeping through the pieces of cloth. 


What the fuck had happened?! 


The monitor next to me was going insane. | could feel my heart stutter but shortly after, everything evened 
out. 


"Mr. Hudson, is everything alright?" 


My gaze snapped toward the nurse that had appeared in the doorway, tears hanging on to the corners of my 


eyes once more. 


"What the fuck happened?!" | managed to choke out, growing more and more agitated as she came in and 


started to pick up some odds and ends from around the room. "Where am |?" 


"You're in ICU, Mr. Hudson. You suffered from cardiac arrest and the paramedics brought you here. You're 


lucky to be alive." 

| swallowed thickly. "Can you tell me whats with the fucking bandages?" 

"Due to the severity of the situation we had to operate and install a pacemaker." She came over and inspected 
my hardware and bandages, humming and seemingly unperturbed. "We also couldn't find anyone on record as 
your next of kin so we brought a telephone in for you to call whoever you want to when you're feeling up to 
it" 

| just kind of stared, watching her in silence until she left. A stunned moment of realization hit me full force. 

| had officially fucked up. 

But maybe someone could bail me out. Someone had to bail me out. Right? That's what friends did.. Right? 

| leaned over and pulled the phone into my lap, trying the first number of people | could think of. | tried 
Stacey-whatshername, tried a bunch of my party buddies, tried Axl.. I'd even tried calling my mom. It was the 
same thing everytime. Either they wouldn't answer or they'd give me some bullshit excuse why they couldn't 
come out. 

| pouted for a good half hour before a decent idea popped into my head. 

What about Izzy? 

Izzy would bail me out or come and see me, wouldn't he? | mean, sure we left each other on bad terms, but 
surely this was my saving grace. He'd see what a wreck | was without him and come back. l'd get him back. I'd 
get my kids back Everything could be normal again. 


If | could just.. 


| tried calling a handful of numbers where | thought | could reach him. No one had seen him in weeks. Well that 


was great. | sighed as | dialed one more number, eyes widening when | was told that he'd gone back to Indiana. 


What the fuck was he doing there? | thought as | punched in the number I'd been given, a tightness forming in 


my stomach as the other line rang, my heart jumping into my throat as some strange man's voice answered. 
"Good mornin" He said gruffly. 


"M-mornin'." | trembled, anticipation and anxiety getting the better of me. 


"Who's this?" 
"|... lim looking for Izzy." 
"Izzy." The man scoffed, "Think you've got the wrong number, buddy." 


"No, nol" | cried, racking my brain to remember the details, important details about him. "Izzy. Isbell!" | heard a 


mutter on the other end, a woman's voice tittering something about nicknames. 
"You mean Jeff?" 


"Yeah!" My eyes widened, a smile quirking my lips. "Yeah, Jeff. I'm lookin’ for Jeff, it's one of his buddies from 
LA." 


‘Ils that right? Just give me a minute." 


| heard the phone get set down, footsteps trailing away before the man shouted to somewhere. | eventually 
heard the phone pick up again before the first line hung up. 


My heart pounded in my throat, apprehension dragging me down lower in my seat. 
"Hello?" Came a familiar voice. He sounded hoarse. 

| gasped. 

"zzy!" 

| heard him shift on the other end. "Who is this?" He asked, a certain chill in his voice. 
"l-is me, lz. Slash. Look l--" 

"How the fuck did you get this number?!" 

| blinked, why did he sound so pissed? 


"Look, | called this one person and they told me to call someone else and they eventually told me to call where 


you are. Look, Izzy.” 


"Why the fuck did you call this number?!" He practically screamed. | heard someone else talking in the 
background. 


"Izzy." | pleaded. "Baby. I'm in the hospital. | need you to come and get me." 


"Izzy, lz.. Hang up the phone." Someone said. | heard sniffling and crying and when Izzy's voice came back over 
the line, he sounded choked up. 


"After everything you fucking did, you have the fucking nerve go call me at home and ask me to fly my ass 
back to fucking Hollywood to get you outta the goddamn hospital?!" 


"Izzy please.. There's no one else.. And." 

"And?!" He demanded. 

"LL love you" 

| heard a sob before the line went dead. | heard nothing but quiet crying and someone trying to be comforting 


Next thing | know, | hear someone else come in and someone get up and leave with the third person There was 
silence for a minute before someone else picked up the phone, a different male voice speaking. They sounded 


vaguely familiar. 


"Lookit you piece of shit, Izzy might be too in shock to tell you what's really going down, but I'm not, so listen 
the fuck up." 


"Who is this?" | hissed. 


The man only went on, ignoring my question. "You are nothing more than a fucking memory to him and his 
fucking kids, you got that? After everything you did, you're lucky | don't get myself to Cali to wring your 
scrawny little neck with my bare hands. You fucked him for all he was worth, you get that? You destroyed 
him. You don't get to play the victim this time because everything you've done to yourself is peaches in 


comparison to what you did to him. 


You're a complete sack of shit, Slash, and if you seriously think your little ploy is gonna work, you're sorely 
fucking mistaken. The only good thing to come outta you fucking yourself up so bad is that Iz and | are getting 


on great." 
"Who is this?!" | screeched, an ancient rage building beneath my skin. 


"Here's what's gonna happen, shitsack. Izzy and | are gonna stay in Indiana for another day, fly back to 
Hollywood tomorrow night, get your ass outta the hospital and then we're leaving. | gotta be in Chicago to meet 
my boys and they'd be real unhappy if they heard | was late because | was haulin’ your coke-snortin’ ass 
outta the morgue. Izzy's coming with me, by the way, and no you don't get a say. 


If | had it my way, I'd leave you there til you fucking died, but | know Izzy still wants to care about you, so Il 
let him make sure you're not dying, but that's it! 


"Who are you, motherfucker and why are you so fucking involved?!" | screamed, livid that anyone would have 


the audacity to talk to me like that. What the hell had | done?! I'd done nothing wrong and | was completely fine! 


The guy laughed and | heard hair being pushed back. "It's Nikki Sixx, and l'm fucking Izzy Stradlin" 
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Lataye tte, Indiana 


| watched quietly as Izzy curled up in the armchair, mug of steaming coffee in hand. He had this sort of hollow 
look in his eyes and I'd be lying if | said it didn't break my heart. Izzy and | both knew that what we had going 
on was a lot less shallow than just being fuckbuddies, but this shit was the exact reason why we didn't admit 
to it. Neither of us were ready for the actual words. Izzy was hurting way too damn much to just let go and 
move the fuck on and | was still in a custody-divorce battle with my ex-wife-- not that | ever really talked 
about it. | didn't feel comfortable letting on to that shit. 

| sighed softly when Izzy's gaze trained hard on this crack in the wall, his brow furrowed deeply as he 
obviously ran over everything in his head. It was probably a lot to take in, | didn't know what was said on 
Slash's part, but | did know that it had thrown Izzy for a loop, and that shit hurt me. Seeing him so down and 
out, it was kinda freaky. 


He was just in his boxers, but he'd managed to wrap a blanket around himself as he sat there. If it weren't for 


the red-rimmed eyes and the cigarette hanging from his lip he would've looked cute. 
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He didn't even look up. Didn't even flinch. It was like he was cata-fucking-tonic. | shuddered. 

"Izzy." 

He blinked but didn't take his gaze away from that wall. 

"Izzy, what happened?" 

His gaze moved but not toward me. His lashes fluttered as he looked down toward the floor. 

"Was it something he said or something | said?" 

| saw his chest shudder and | breathed a sigh of relief at the fact that he was at least still breathing. 


"Was it me?" 


He shook his head, bringing his coffee to his lips but still not looking at me. His knuckles were white against the 


dark ceramic mug. | nodded a bit. 
"So it was him?" 


"He said he loved me." He sputtered, sounding like he hadn't spoken in years, his voice dry and hoarse. 
That. Fucker. 


| was going to wring the bastard's neck anyway. | didn't care if Izzy saw at this point, but | was pissed. Maybe 
it was a fucked up form of jealousy taking it's final form, but | honestly think it was more than that. You see, 
| actually genuinely care about Izzy. He's a real nice guy now that he's off the drugs and away from Clowns r 
Posers and dare-l-say | had really come to appreciate him being around. l'd definitely fallen for his kids, that 
much | wasn't afraid of admitting, they were cute little fuckers and about as sweet as candy. Here's the thing 
though, all of that taken into consideration, | still hadn't admit anything outloud. | didn't want to hurt Izzy in any 


way and definitely not accidentally and | was well aware that he wasn't ready for feelings 


But then this shithead was coming along and fucking toying with Izzy's feelings and using anything he could as 
leverage. | knew what he was doing, too. Id already seen it about a million times. He was going to try and milk 
as much as he fucking could from Izzy because he knew that he'd let him. It wasn't that Izzy was weak like 
that, no no, it was more like "We've got two kids, I'm scared to raise them on my own and now you're 


manipulating that fear to make me do your evil bidding’. 


Yeah. Been there, seen that. Got my own kid by some court-ordered miracle becouse of it. Not because | had 


been the manipulative sonofabitch either, I'd been in Izzy's position.. Or at least similar. 


‘lm not going back to him." Izzy said weakly, his gaze finally lifting to me before falling again. | knew | looked as 
pissed off as | felt, | just hoped that he knew it wasn't at him. "I'm not going to do that to myself.. Or to you 
for that matter." 


| hesitantly crept closer to the chair Izzy sat in, sinking into the free space that he made for me. We became 
an awful tangle of limbs pretty quickly just to get comfortable. My arm wound up properly around his 
shoulders though, so that was a bonus. | pulled him in towards my chest and gently traced my fingers across 


his arm. 


"You sure?" | asked softly, trying to make like | actually wouldn't have a complete meltdown if he did go back to 
his psycho ex. | tended to do that. | hated seeing anyone go back to people that treated them like shit 


regardless of my relationship with them. 


"Yeah." He murmured, "I haven't forgotten everything he's done. | know he's full of shit, but honestly." He 
looked up at me, a defeated look on his face. "It still hurts." 


| sighed softly, kissing his forehead before he looked down again. "I know.. 


Izzy mirrored my sigh and absently ran his hands up and down my sides. | was glad to see him reacting a bit 


better. 
"Will you come with me?" He asked softly, "You know, to check him outta the hospital?" 


| gave a weak smile, tilting his head up so | could steal a small kiss. "Yeah." | murmured, "I'm not going to leave 


you to deal with that shit on your own" 


Izzy smiled again, his fingers beginning to card through my hair. | couldn't help but hum at that. His fingernails 
scratching my scalp was probably one of the best feelings he could make me feel. The complete and utter 
calm that washed over me caught me off guard. 


"Thank you.” He said softly. 


| titted my head and kissed the palm of his hand, aware that he was thanking me for more than just going 


along to visit his crazy-ass ex-bandmate-fuckmate with him. 


Indianapolis, Indiana 


We boarded our flight probably around seven at night. We had already stayed our final night at my mom's 
place and | regrettably asked her if she would mind watching both mine and Nikki's kids while we left. | felt like 
shit about leaving them again but she agreed and told me to be careful. | got the feeling she wanted me to be 
careful with more than just the flight though. 


Nikki was understandably on edge, even as he reclined in his window seat and stared out at the landing strip as 
everyone on board got completely ready to leave. | sighed to myself, and drummed my fingers against my knee 
before going against my waking anxiety and nudging Nikki with that same knee that my hand rest on. He cast a 


slow glance over to me. 

"Hey, um.." | hesitated, looking away when our eyes met. "Sorry we might be late to Chicago." 

| was surprised to get a smile. "It's fine." He said, "We were just gonna do a few lowkey underground shows for 
some friends before crashing to write some stuff so it's no big deal-- anyone can play the bass for me if we 


miss a show." 


| laughed, "The self depreciating bassist thing only works if you're actually a shit bassist” 


He shrugged, grinning a little, "I figured it was an ironic sort of humour. Besides, no one likes a cocky bassist 


either." 


"Well some people must, because | mean, hey, you've kinda got me." | chuckled, laughing harder as he punched 


my arm. 
"Don't be a dick, being cocky is better than being a shut in" He looked at me pointedly. 


"| ain't a shut in, shut up!" | complained, drawing my hands down my face and realizing quite suddenly that as 

our conversation bounced back and forth and grew light and ridiculous, as we started pissing people around us 
off with our jokes, | had almost completely forgotten what we were going to LA for. I'd always liked that, the 

way that Nikki made my problems disappear. 


And while | didn't mention it, | had heard everything that he had said to Slash over the phone. I'm pretty sure 
everyone did and if my mom and step dad had had any questioning over whether or not Nikki and | were 
"together" together, their questions had been answered in those few words. 


"Fs Nikki Sixx and Im fucking zzy Stradlin." 


The smug tone in his voice had almost wrought me to my knees when | thought about it after the fact. It was 


like he was proud, but not in the way that most would think. It was weird, but | appreciated the hell out of it. 


My head flopped over to watch Nikki as he snored, the flight having put him to sleep. | couldn't help but smile 
and reach over a little to grab his hand and give it a little squeeze. His fingers fluttered as he moved in his 
sleep to hold on a bit more securely, his body curling in his seat. | looked away almost shyly, my thumb 
crushing back and forth over his knuckles. 


"You're too good to me." | muttered, bringing his hand to my lips before gently letting it back down. "Thanks for 
that" 
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Hollywood, California. 


My anxiety only grew worse the nearer we got to the hospital. Even with Nikki occasionally giving me words of 
encouragement, | really wasn't looking forward to this. | didn't know how he'd look, didn't know what would 
happen, didnt know how he'd react to Nikki after their phone exchange. | had a pit in the bottom of my 


stomach that told me it wouldn't end well, but | was trying my best to remain optimistic. 


"So like, how long were you guys together anyway?" Nikki asked, his head resting against the window of the taxi 
cab. | glanced over at him and he turned his head to peek back at me. "If you don't mind my asking.” 


| shrugged. "Almost a year. We were shacking up together and just fooling around when." | waved vaguely with 
my hands. "The twins showed up.. We fell apart for a while but then he came back and we made it work 
throughout the." | paused, tripping over the word. ".Pregnancy.." | still felt weird about talking about it out 
loud. l'd gone so long keeping it secret or just not acknowledging it. Nikki just watched me expectantly. "And 


then for a few months after that. It was actually an incredibly long process and | stayed with him unofficially 
until | left the band-- which is the other reason we fell apart. His issues aside, the band was done." 


Nikki nodded slowly, his gaze trailing over me shortly. "So it wasn't some crazy long commitment then?" 

| shook my head. "No. Just short, messy, year long suffering for everyone." 

"Huh." 

"Why's that?" | asked, rooting through my pockets for a pack of smokes. | lit up and watched as Nikki followed 
suit, aware that the cab driver was watching us in the mirror. | knew laws were changing about smoking, but 
honestly, | didn't care. 


"Was just wondering. Tryna figure out what to expect.” 


| scoffed at that, "| wouldn't expect much except the usual bullshit from someone trying not to admit they've 
hit rock bottom." 


Nikki nodded, puffing at his smoke and continuing to stare out the window. "You gonna be okay going in there?" 


| sighed, "I'm going to have to be." | muttered, rubbing my forehead with my thumb and moving to crack my 
window open when the cab-driver coughed. | glanced over at Nikki, "What about you? You gonna be okay? 


What's your beef with Slash anyway?" 
Nikki's head popped up for a moment for him to look at me. | cocked my head to the side as our gazes met. 


"| don't have any reason to like him." Nikki said cooly, "Even if | wasn't caring about what he did to you, he 
hasn't given me any reason to like him, so | don't" 


| raised an eyebrow at that, watching as his forehead hit the window again, his eyes flicking back and forth as 
he watched the passing sidewalks and streets. 


"You don't know what he did though." | pointed out. 


A short laugh escaped the bassist and he turned his gaze back to me, his body shifting so that he was facing 
me. "I know enough." He said firmly, "You forget that when we met each other in the hotel that your face was 
all beat up or what?" 


"He didn't usually do shit like that” | murmured, gaze falling as the intensity in his stare became a bit too 


much for me to handle. 


"And | don't need to know." He continued, "That shit he pulled in that interview was inexcusable. | mean, | don't 


mind knowing about you, but | notice things, Stradlin 


"Like what?" | butt in, suddenly feeling a bit pissed off. | knew what Nikki was saying and | knew that | had put 
myself in the situation of being picked apart, but | didn't have to like the tone of his voice or the way he was 
doing it. "What do your all-seeing eyes see, huh?" 


Nikki rolled his eyes, cracking his window and flicking the butt end of his smoke out before rolling back up. "| 
see how you try to hide from me every morning after we fuck. | also see how you flinch anytime you hear 


his name. The whole meltdown when he called you made things pretty obvious too." 
"I don't try to hide from you." 


His head lolled to one side as he looked me over, indiscernible expression setting on his face. "Yeah, you do. You 
also don't like me going down on you unless | glance over your stomach." He poked me as if to drive the point 
home, laughing dryly as | tried to swat his hand away. A frown creased my face. "Look, lz, | really don't care. | 
don't care about you. | mean, | care about you, but | don't care about that. All l'm saying is that | don't need 
to know the nitty gritty to know that there were some things he did that fucked you up. As a result, | don't 
care much for him. Let's gloss over the fact that he's a deadbeat dad that's literally blown himself into the 
hospital because he can't get outta the party stage and stick with that, huh?" 


| sighed, flicking my remaining cigarette out my window. The smoke had turned sour, my mouth drier than 


usual and leaving a gross taste in my mouth. | wondered for a minute if I'd made a mistake asking Nikki to 


come with me. 
"You're not gonna try to, like, kill him if we go in there, are you?" | asked, voice strained a litte. 
Nikki chuckled, a smirk flickering across his lips. "I'll try not to.” 


"We'll get kicked out and have wasted a trip if you start a fight." | mumbled, looking up as the car came to a 


stop, realizing that we were finally at our destination 


Nikki hummed, grabbing his bag and putting a hand on the door handle as he glanced over me. "Wouldn't that 


be a shame." 


"Look, just don't cause any shit. Please." | pressed, not actually sure why | was defending my ex. | truly did 
appreciate Nikki standing up for me, but | was, admittedly, worn out from the drama, 


"IIl try, sweetcheeks, but | honestly can't promise anything.” 


| sighed, giving the cabbie his money as Nikki and | both got out of the car. | went around the back to meet up 
at Nikki's side. He took my hand and gave it a bit of a squeeze. | took a deep breath as we went up the steps 
and into the lobby of the hospital. Getting the room number and directions didn't take very long, but every 
single step down the hall and to the staircase was going in slow motion. Nikki walked behind me as we climbed 
up to the second floor, not saying a word and seeming to understand that | needed the silence to get my shit 
together. 


The anxiety gnawing at my stomach grew worse as we went down the second floor hallway, my breath picking 
up a little as | watched the numbers on the rooms going by. It had been a while since I'd seen Slash, and | 
honestly wasn't sure what to expect especially not with the whole after-a-heart-attack thing. 


We stopped outside the door of the room, Nikki looking around the halls as | stared straight ahead. 
"You sure you wanna do this?" He asked softly, nudging me a little with his shoulder. 


| chewed at my lip but | nodded. "Yeah. | pretty much have to." 


| didn't have to do anything. | could have turned around and walked out and pretended that something had 
happened that prevented me from coming out.. But maybe | had some sort of naive hope that doing this would 
give me some sort of closure. | had no desire to get back together with Slash, but honestly, getting to leave 
him officially without bloodshed would probably feel a lot better than having to leave house and home with a 


scratched up face and banged up car. 


Nikki just nodded, sticking his hands in his pockets as he waited for me to be ready. Eventually, | nudged the 


door open and hesitantly walked in. | felt like | was gonna puke | was so fucking anxious. 


| thought | told you to fuck offl" Came an agitated voice from the bed around the corner. "I don't want that 
shit slop you call f--" The words cut short as | stepped around the corner. My eyes went wide as | stared at 
the man before me. Slash looked just as stunned. "l-lzzy." He stammered, awkwardly pushing his hair out of his 
face and gaping. "You.. You actually came. Wow, shit. It's been a while.. Where's the--" He cut himself off again, 
eyes narrowing as Nikki came up behind me. "What the fuck is he doing here?" 


| looked back at Nikki, hoping for some reassurance. He stood, poker-faced, fists clenched at his sides. | brought 
my gaze back to Slash in the bed, slowly taking a few steps toward the chairs against the wall. 


"He came with for support" | muttered, sighing when Slash scoffed. 
‘Support for what? Izzy, you're coming to take me home." He paused, "Right?" 


| shrugged, "Still gotta talk to the nurses about that." 


Slash's lip curled in detest. "The whole idea was for you to take me home." He grumbled, "Anyway, | was gonna 
ask, where's the kids?" 


My eyes fluttered shut, gaze falling to the floor. "At home." | saw some flash of weird hope in Slash's face and 
| felt the need to correct myself, an overwhelming sense of wrongness coming over me at the fact. "My home. 
With my mom. She's watching them and Gunner while Nik and | are here." 


Slash grimaced, "Gunner?" 


"My son" Nikki said, speaking for the first time since entering the room. Slash's gaze snapped to him, contempt 


curdling his glare. 


There was an awkward silence for a while before | spoke up. "So how are you feeling?" | asked, hoping to make 
small talk. 


Slash rolled his eyes. "ld feel a lot better without that fucker standing there like he belongs, but you know, 


same old" 
Nikki snorted and muttered something under his breath. 
"What was that?" Slash snapped. | noted the heavy beeping coming from the machines next to him. 


Nikki's gaze flopped over, a smirk pulling at his lips as he glanced Slash over. "I said, at least I'm fucking 
standing.” 


| buried my face in my hands, cringing when | heard Slash shifting around in the bed, trying to get out from 
under the blankets. | turned on him and pointed. 


"Don't even think about it." | said firmly, frowning a little at the confused look he gave me. "Look, either this is 


gonna be an amicable meet r' greet or l'm leaving.” 

Slash visibly recoiled, a look between shock and a lack of understanding crossing his face. "Leaving?" 
"Yeah. You know, to go back home." 

"Isn't this home?" Slash asked, clearly not understanding. "I thought you came to take us home." 


My lips twitched. | felt Nikki watching me, but as | looked at Slash, | really didn't feel much else but frustration 
"Oh, it's us now is it?" | asked, watching as he floundered. "| came to sign you out of the hospital and make 
sure you weren't gonna need someone to be a witness as you wrote out a last will and testament." 


"But Izzy, | thought.. | thought we were good. | mean, we had a bit of a misunderstanding, but.. | just wanted to 
talk to you, babe.. |--" 


| tensed, raising a hand to stop him, feeling the anxiety give way to dread and disgust. How could | have been 
so stupid? 


"Not your babe." | said quickly. "For one. For two, a misunderstanding? | left the band and you chased me outta 
the goddamn driveway with a weapon-- A lamp, actually." | heard a breath of sound from Nikki, but continued, 
"We were done well before | ever signed the paperwork for Guns n' Roses. Now tell me why the fuck you 


actually called me down here. Do you even need anyone to sign you out of the hospital?" 
Slash grimaced. "| do to get out early." He said. "Izzy, look, please.. We need to talk. | need you." 


Nikki scoffed and | shook my head. "Don't start. You pulled that shit before." | said, going up to the bedside 
properly and helping him untangle his tubes as he fought with them. "Or don't you remember? ‘I need you, 
izzy, | can't live without you, Izzy, | need you to help me score some dope because l'm too fucked up to help 
on record let alone at home with the kids that | accidentally fucked into you'." | stepped back when Slash's 
teeth gnashed and his hands slapped at mine. 


"What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" He growled, "You don't think | love you? Jesus, Izzy, can't you see 


what being without you's done to me?!" 


| laughed weakly, "No." | said sadly, "I know you don't love me." Slash's chest heaved, nostrils flaring as | stood 
there my jaw clenching and unclenching as | thought. "And you did this to yourself. This has nothing to do with 


me. 


Slash's gaze tore from me and to Nikki. "This is your fault, isn't it?" He growled, "What kinda shit you been 
feeding him about me, huh? You and your crew just too unable to go without your daily dose of diva? Had to 


stick your nose into someone else's family?!" 


Nikki just laughed, catching both me and Slash off guard. 


"Family?" He sputtered, "You think what you had was a family? Jesus, you're stupider than | fucking thought. 
Look, kid, just cause you got history with someone and have a couple surprises dropped in your lap it doesn't 
make you a family.” 


Slash's chest heaved, "Get out." 
Nikki rolled his eyes. "No." 


"Children" | piped in, stepping away from the bed and moving to push Nikki back toward the far end of the 
room. "Calm down." | said lowly. Nikki huffed a sigh, but | could hear Slash practically losing his shit behind us. 


"Get out!" He shouted, "Both of you get the fuck out of here! Fuck, | thought maybe you would have a level 
head, Izzy, thought you would be willing to work on things. Why can't we work on things?! | just want you back! 
Just want my fucking kids back! Why are you being such a fucking dick?! Why are you doing this? Huh?" 


| sighed, fingers playing absently with Nikki's shirt before | turned around to face Slash. | felt Nikki's arms 
around my hips and | tried not to react to the glare that Slash was giving. 


"| don't wanna work on things." | said shortly. "Look, Slash, this conversation is getting nowhere. We've had it too 
many times. | can't live with you like this..." 


"lll change!" 


"No you won't!" | cried, finally reaching breaking point as my voice cracked. Nikki's grip tightened around me. 
"You kept fucking saying that, but you never did, you never fucking willl Tell me, Slash. What caused your heart 
attack, huh? Tell me. The radio kept saying it was coke. Was it?" 


He stayed silent: 


"See? You really think | wanna have my kids around that? Around you? When you're being so fucking reckless?! 


We aren't fucking teenagers anymore!" 
"They're my kids too!" 


"They might as well not bel" | shouted, pulling from Nikki's grip and going to stand at the end of Slash's bed. 
"Were you there for anything of importance?! Other than the pregnancy?! You did fucking nothing You were 
always too fucking drunk to care, passed out somewhere in the fucking corner while | did everything! | did 

everything Slash. | took care of them, took care of you and got fucking nothing from it except for headaches 
and heartbreak. For the love of God, Slash, Nikki's been around for more important moments than you have 


and we've only been hanging around together for a couple months! When the fuck are you going to see that 


you are destroying yourself and everything a-fucking-round you?!" | watched as he hid his face behind his hair 
again, | swallowed a sob with a shaky breath. "I can't work on things with you because there's nothing to work 
on. There hasn't been anything to work on since | started talking about leaving the band. Maybe not even since 
| cleaned up and got sober. I'm moving on, Slash. Going on to brighter projects.. Maybe you should think about 
th--" 


"Get out." 
| frowned. 


"Get out." He repeated, mumbling the words again as he rocked slightly in his seat, his hands going up to tug at 
his hair. "Just get out. Get out. Get out. Get out!" 


| didn't move, staring as the tears continued to trail down my cheeks. | watched Slash shuddering as he kept 
rocking back and forth, quiet blubbering sobs escaping his lips as he sat there. | didn't move until a pair of 
hands came to pull me back | looked up to see Nikki looking at Slash with a bitter expression. 


"We'll come back tomorrow." He said softly, pulling me toward the door. "See what's actually going on without 
any of this hanging over the air." 


| sniffled, looking back at Slash and unable to help the pangs of pity and sympathy that rang through me. | had 
no love left for him, but after everything we'd been through as bandmates, as friends, as lovers.. | still felt 
awful about seeing him cry. | was feeling guilty about leaving too, about taking everything from him. | didn't 
feel as bad about bringing the kids away from the dysfunction and horror of the drugs, but | felt bad about 
taking the kids away from him, if that made sense. The kids didn't need him, but what if he really did need the 
kids? They had been my saving grace, the thing that pulled me out of my drug-fed stupor, so what if they 


were supposed to be his too? 


Nikki wrapped his arms around me once we were in the hallway, dropping his bag to the floor so he could pull 
me in as close as he could, his hands gently smoothing over my back and fingers combing through my hair as 
| quietly cried. | was disgusted by how outwardly emotional | had become since having the twins. | never used 
to cry so fucking much, but now.. It seemed like everything was just one big fucked up game of “Bust Izzy's 
Heart" that never wanted to end. 


Nikki sighed heavily as he tried to comfort me, his gaze at the ceiling as he held me against his chest. | 
swallowed thickly as | tried to get my breath, tilting my head up to look up at him, my chin digging into his 
chest. He looked down at me, giving me a bit of a smile before wiping some stray tears away with his thumb. 
"You okay?" He asked softly. 


| nodded weakly, feeling numb. 


"You sure?" 


Everything was starting to seep away, a very familiar sense of nothingness coming over me. | was shutting 


down, too stressed to do much but also too emotionally drained to keep crying. 


"Yeah." | mumbled, pulling my hand up from between us to scrub at my face. "Sorry we're gonna be late to 


Chicago though." 


Nikki laughed softly, rubbing my back and kissing the top of my head. "H's fine, sweetcheeks. | don't care about 
that. | just want you to get this sorted out and be okay." 
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Chicago, Illinois 
0235 hrs 


Chicago was fun. A lot of fun 


Nikki and | left the kids in the hands of Nikki's personal assistant and manager and we were thoroughly 
immersing ourselves into the nightlife of the sleepless city. We drank, we danced, we drank some more, we 
shamelessly grinded on the dancefloor, we went back to our hotel, we fucked, we picked the kids up and put 
them to bed then fucked again. 


Motley had a total of ten shows over the course of a week, all of them small, some of them smaller than 
others. It seemed odd that they were allowed to do the shows, what with their record label riding them as 
hard as Geffen had ridden mine and Guns' asses, but when Tommy explained, over a pint of beer each, that 


they were "secret" shows for a couple buddies of theirs, it made more sense. 


The show they were doing now was their third show and | was wondering if I'd survive to see the fourth. 
Presently, | was at the front of the crowd that had formed around the little stage block that the guys were 
playing onm Vince's shrill vocals piercing my ears as Tommy's drumming thudded right up through my toes 
and into my teeth. It almost reminded me of Guns, the early days before the drugs and record labels had 
sucked the life out of us. The difference? Motley was arguably more raw, at least in this moment they 
seemed to be. They were certainly heavier, anyway. 


| was soaked in sweat, a little more than tipsy, and getting shoved occasionally, but | felt amazing. | hadn't had 
this kind of experience since | was a kid. | mean, I'd been on the stage, but being on stage and looking out at a 


bunch of people was never the same as being in the crowd of people. 


Most people assumed that | was the bluesy one due to the style of my guitar playing. I'd seen and heard a lot 
of people talking about how, since | was quiet, | had to be the one that was into The Rolling Stones' type rock 
and that was it What they failed to realize was that, despite my affinity for Keith Richards' style and Jagger's 
cheesy dance moves, in my youth (however long ago or not long ago at all that was), | had been so thoroughly 
immersed into the New York Punk scene it was almost criminal. Nearly every other weekend a bunch of 


buddies and | would take a twenty four of beer and trek up to catch shows at Max's. We'd crash in the car 


and drive back in the morning. This kind of thing was what | was made for. 


| flashed Nikki a set of metal horns when he looked over, returning his deranged grin with one of my own when 
he realized it was me. Heavy boots stomped down the short length of "stage" and soon | was being hauled up 
the couple steps by my shirt collar. Nikki pulled me close as he yelled into my ear, somehow not ceasing to 


miss a note in his playing. 
"Grab a guitar!" He said, looking at me with excited eyes and a near feverish grin 


| can't--" | started, not really wanting to. | hadn't actually played guitar in a while. | didn't wanna embarrass 


myself, nor did | want to butt in on the band time. 
Vince shimmied up behind me, wrapping me up with the mic cord and insisting. 
"There's a spare guitar over by Tommy's kit. Plug it in and play with us on the next couple songs, dude!" 


With that, the blond singer was off again, prancing across the stage and screaming out the finally continued 
lyrics which had paused from his talking to me. | swallowed thickly, looking out at the group of people that 
were still having a blast on the floor. Some of them were yelling at me, excited for unknown reasons that 
someone had been chosen from the pool to join the band on stage. It really was just a house party, a bunch of 


drunk and stoned twenty-somethings that were having a grand old time. There wasn't even that many people. 


| ducked back toward Tommy's kit and found the alluded to guitar and started setting up. Tommy nodded at me 


with a somewhat confused expression. 


"You gonna play?" He mouthed at me. | nodded. "Rock r' rolll" He mouthed back, tossing a drumstick into the air 
as he gave me a thumbs up and hammered away at his kick pedal before catching the stick once more. 


| felt a cold sweat break across the back of my neck as | set up and the song came to a close. 


“Alright, alright, calm down for a second everyone, calm down" Vince sounded a bit breathy. "Alright, | know 
you guys are all havin’ a blast--" There were some cheers. "--And | assure you, we are gonna keep it up. 
However." He paused, walking up and down the little stage as Mick came back to help me plug into his amp. The 
other guitarist grinned at me when | tested the sound giving me a quick hi-five before shuffling back to his 
own spot. ".| wanna introduce you guys to a friend of ours. He's been hanging out with us a lot lately and while 
| know some of you dicks might not recognize him since he fucked around with his hair, | wanna introduce you 
guys to Mister Izzy Stradlin, formerly of Guns n' Roses, currently the side-arm of Motley Crue, and probably 


forever a good friend to all of us." 


The screams from the crowd were nearly deafening. My blood roared in my ears and | swallowed hard. | had 
not been expecting such a response. | wasn't ever comfortable with the whole fame thing, that's why | stuck 
to the shadows on stage, letting Axl and Slash have all the fun and even giving what was left to Duff so | 
could just play and move on. | had figured it to be no big deal when | left the band and hadn't ever really 


thought about the fans. They didn't know me.. Did they? Well | mean, apparently they did, because there were 
some people that were losing their damn minds. My hands trembled a little and | found myself glancing around 
worriedly until | laid eyes on Nikki. He just grinned at me, a weird sort of pride twisting in his gaze and making 


me feel warm. 
Mick had come back with his guitar strapped to him. "What you wanna play?" He asked, "Your call completely.” 


| snapped out of my reverie and gave a quick response, soon after pulling myself from the shadows and 
forcing myself to start playing. Mick followed suit. The other guys looked lost for a minute, but Tommy was 
quick to start improvising. | strut right up to Vince's mic, rather enjoying the way confusion and shock 


scrunched his nose up. 


| wet my lips before starting to sing, my voice not nearly as high as the original singer's, but actually gravelly 
from having been yelling lyrics over the noise of the party all night. 


"Wild beast 

Hl make you mine 

Taste your kiss 

Sweet lps divine 

She got moves, drips of sweat 


She got eyes of blue, body curves, legs thatll break your nerves." 
Vince's brows shot up when he realized what | was singing, quick to shove in next to me to share the lone mic. 


‘fire, when she's going down! 
Fire, then she make you drown! 
Fire, then she blow you round! 


Yeah, you want some fu----unl" 


| could scarcely keep the wild grin off my face when | heard the bass kick in, looking up when Nikki joined us at 
the mic, shouting in time and also watching as the small crowd began to push and writhe with action. 


"Y. gotta--" 
"Fire your guns! Fire your guns! Fire your guns! Fire your guns!" 


Nikki and | backed off to allow Vince the mic back, instead we had at each other. | skipped backwards, imitating 
Angus Young to the best of my ability while Nikki plucked away at his bass and blew me a kiss. | grinned, no 
longer feeling the anxiety | had felt before. This was fine. This was fun It had been way too long since I'd been 
on stage with a band. Been way too long since I'd played guitar. Admittedly, it had been too long since I'd allowed 
myself to let loose. Fucking Nikki aside, | hadn't been having any fun and the trip back to Hollywood to see Slash 
in the hospital had been the epitome of that lack of fun. 


But | wasn't thinking about that now. Wasn't thinking about the massive fight and breakdown that had happened 
the second day of our visit. Wasn't thinking about how the hospital security staff had had to drag Nikki and | 
out pretty much by our hair or how Slash had still tried to pull me back in to finish his job of trying to beat 
me to a bloody pulp. 


| was, however, thinking about how good Nikki looked on stage, even a stage as small as this one. His long legs 
clung to by black leather, his chest bare save the suspenders that desperately tried to hold his pants up on 
his narrow hips as he performed. He was definitely frying anyway, and whether or not he was trying to be 
agonizingly frustrating or just trying to put on a good show was debatable. He arched into his bass and leaned 


back as he improvved a small bass solo to match alongside the guitar. | bit my lip and focused on my fingers. 


He bowed over Vince and shared the mic again, his voice mixing with the high shrill of Vince's and evening it 


out. 


"That lady bites 
Hard style, 


Drips of sex." 


Nikki's tongue darted out to trace his lip as beads of sweat began to run down his face. | could have groaned, 
choosing instead to stare like a complete dumbass while my hands moved on autopilot. Nikki noticed my staring, 
sending me a seedy glance and blowing me another kiss, this one far less than innocent and rather speaking of 


things that | couldn't think about while on stage lest | get hard in front of a room of strangers. 


‘Eyes are wild, 
She got moves, 
Long, long legs. 
She got eyes of blue, body curves, Legs thatll shake the earth" 


| was practically vibrating with the different levels of excitement that coursed through me. First, | was turned 
on. Second, | was just having a complete and utter blast. Third, it really had been a long time since I'd played 
and the music was soothing something deep inside me that | hadn't even realized was strung tight. 

| swayed along with the music, using my guitar as a pretend rifle at my side as we all shouted again: 

"Fire, when she's going down! 

Fire, then she make you drown! 

Fire, then she blow you round! 

Yeah, you want some fun!" 


| pointed my headstock at Nikki, loving the way his eyes lit up with recognition 


| pulled back on the neck of my guitar. 


"Fire!" Nikki hit the floor. 

"Fire!" He writhed there a moment and | swore | couldn't breathe. 

Firel" There were people screaming the lyrics right along with us, fists high in the air. 

"Yea----h.!" | watched as Nikki slowly peeled his body from the floor, his leather pants making sticking noises 
as he got up. My mouth went dry but | kept playing, trying not to get caught up in the fact that | was hooked 
on him. 

"Fire your guns!" Nikki's hips stuttered into his guitar, his head thrown back. 


"Fire your guns!" | focused on hitting the notes as hard as possible. 


"Fire. Your.." Vince took a deep breath before wailing, "Gu----- uns!" 


Nikki came up behind me a little later when the band went on break. | was at the party's bar, naturally. His 
sweaty hair was a disaster, his pants clung to him. My mouth watered despite myself. | sipped delicately at my 
drink and had to remind myself of the trouble | would get in if | were to jump him right then and there. He 
plunked down next to me and was quick to order a drink, his arm not-so-sneakily sliding around my waist. | 


looked up at him with a wild grin, fascinated with the way his entire face lit up when our gazes met. 

"You did pretty great." He said, "You know, for not having played in a few months." 

| laughed, hands settling over his. "Thanks, you weren't bad either, you know, even if you came late.’ 

Nikki's head tipped back as he released a full-bodied laugh, his whole body trembling even as he fell into fits of 
giggles. | grinned, surprised at myself. lt wasn't the booze that was making me talk back, it was something else, 


something that was strangely wholesome. My fingers danced over the sides of Nikki's hands. 


When Nikki's drink arrived, he only pulled one hand away from me. He sipped at his rum in Coke and kept smiling 


at me. 
"What?" | finally asked. 


"Was wondering if you wanted to play with us for the rest of the night. You seemed to like it. Seems like you 
needed it too." 


| hummed vaguely at the offer. It certainly did sound like fun.. Nikki's eyes bore into me as | thought, the 


feeling was as comforting as it was unnerving. 


"| don't know any of your songs." | said quickly, looking to my own drink 

"We were gonna do a bunch of covers anyway. We could do one of yours..?" 

| frowned, "Well that's not fair." 

"What's not fair?" 

"You know my songs but | don't know yours. Damn." 

Nikki chuckled, his hand smoothing up and down my side. "It's just ‘cause they're fun to practice too." 
| snorted, finally willing myself to lean back into him. "Are you saying they're that simple?" 

Nikki grinned down at me, "I'm saying they're that fun" 


| smiled, genuinely smiled and thought of leaning up to kiss him. Instead we were broken up by a very 
intoxicated Tommy coming over and telling us we were going back up on stage. | let Nikki drag me along without 
protest, beaming as | was given a guitar. After a quick sound check and tuning, we were ripping and ready to 


go again. 


True to Nikki's words we did do mostly covers, a bunch from the Misfits, some from Michael Jackson, we 
even did Garth Brooks, toppling over each other and chanting drunkenly to Friends in Low Places, our cowboy 
boots and biker boots all stomping along to the twangy beat of a genre none of us had actually enjoyed until 


now. 


Also true to Nikki's word, we did one of my songs. A couple acoustics were brought up from some of the guys 
in the crowd that had played before us. Vince pushed back his hair as Mick and Nikki helped me haul up some 


chairs. 


"This." He said, trying his damndest to suck in a breath, "This is gonna be our last song and then we're fucking 


off for the night. You guys were great. Thanks for having us out!" 


A couple cheers and calls for more than one song. Nikki plunked his chair next to mine and started playing with 


his tuning to get the right sound. 


"Okay, this song is all Izzy. Tom and | are gonna have a drink before we leave so if y's wanna find us and say hi 
we'll be over there." He pointed at the bar. "Good night!" He waved and brought the mic over to me. | looked up 
with wide eyes, still a bit anxious about doing this pretty much on my own, but Vince winked and gave a big 
grin. "You got this." He said reassuringly. "Meet us by the car when you're done, the gear can stay here and 


we'll pick it up in the morning.” 


| nodded and managed a smile when he pat my shoulder. | looked at the microphone for a long minute before 


clearing my throat. 


"Okay." | began, thoughts racing as | tried to block out the crowd. | didn't normally get stage fright, but | also 
didn't normally have to do covers of my own songs. "So this is a little something | wrote when | was still with 


my band.. It's a slower one, so grab a partner if ya want and just try not to trip on each other." 


Nikki beamed at me when | looked between him and Mick. | strummed a little absently at my guitar as the 


three of us leaned into the mic. 
"One.. Two.. One, two, three, four." 


Picking away at the strings | felt an overwhelming amount of emotion strumming through me. | had missed 
this. Missed the kinship of playing with a group. Missed the warmth of friendship that came with sitting down 
and making music with people whom | loved. And really, | did love the Crue boys. They had treated me and my 
children with a kindness | hadn't known them capable of. 


| closed my eyes as Nikki started whistling, trying not to think about the other times | had played this song. 
The times that | had sung it to myself to try and keep from going absolutely insane as mine and Slash's 
arrangement fell to pieces. Opening my eyes, | cast a glance to Mick and he smiled. Casting a glance to Nikki... | 


smiled. 


| sang softly, trying to take my gaze away from Nikki for a moment. When i did, | saw that everyone on the 
dancefloor was either with someone and dancing, or sitting at their seats with their lighters and cigarettes 


high above their heads. 


Nikki sang the chorus with me, his face inches away from mine and his gaze never once breaking from me. | 
got a weird feeling right in the pit of my stomach and | felt like he was singing to me rather than with me. His 
voice was imperfect, much the way the rest of him was. Rough around the edges and unpracticed, but 


somehow soft and sweet. 


"If | can't have you right now; 
Il wait, dear." 


| sucked in a deep breath, and broke the eye contact Nikki had been holding with me. | was blushing and 
blushing hard. | put my focus on the guitar, not looking up until the bridge when | had to sing. 


"ain't got time for the game ‘cause | need you.. 
Yeah, yeah well | need you." 


| almost choked on the emotion, unable to look at Nikki for fear of fucking up. 


‘Ohhh, | need you.. 
Yea---ah, | need you." 


| couldn't help but bump my head against Nikki's when he leaned back in to share the mic, my nose pressing 
into his wet hair as | tried not to cry. | couldn't help it, it was like some huge cosmic force was punching me in 
the face with this sudden realization. | wondered if that was how Buddhists felt when they reached their 


sought after Nirvana. 
‘All this fi---iime.." 


| plinked away at the final notes, blown away by the sudden rush of clapping and cheers. For such a small 
group, they really were quite loud. 


| pressed my fingers into my eyes, hiding my face as a few stray tears escaped despite myself. | took a shaky 
breath, not even looking up when | felt an arm around me. 


"You did good, lz" Mick said, his embrace tightening for a minute. "Come on." 

He pried the guitar from my grasp and helped me to my feet. Mechanically, | gave a little bow to the crowd 
before letting Mick hand me over to Nikki, who brought me down the couple steps of the stage and toward the 
door, his arm stayed around me the whole time. 

Once outside, he stuck a cigarette between my lips and lit it. | sucked back the nicotine gratefully, taking only a 
few pulls before | threw my arms around him, holding him as close as | possibly could His arms wound around 


my waist in return, a kiss being laid to the top of my head. 


"Thank you." | said softly, nuzzling into the crook of his neck and kissing absently at the bare skin. There was 
no one out in the alley but some lone stoners out closer to the road. 


"Aww, it's no problem." He coved, rubbing my back. 
"No.." | murmured, pulling away and nuzzling instead at his cheek. "Thank you.. For everything." 


He smiled in the dull light, patting my ass with an affectionate touch. "You don't need to thank me." He said 
softly. 


| nuzzled at him again, kissing his jaw and closing my eyes as he smoothed his hands up my back. 

Soon, he pulled away and | was allowed to finish my smoke. An eerie calm washed over me making me feel 
warm right down to my bones. Nikki was watching me carefully and | didn't mind one bit. | felt at peace. | 
wasn't thinking about the hell that had went on just days prior, wasn't thinking about the band, and wasn't 


thinking about a lot really. | was just.. Calm. For once in so long. 


A car horn brought me out of my reverie. 


"Hey, come onl" Vince yelled from the passenger's seat. Mick was driving. "You guys gotta get back!" 
| looked up at Nikki, amazed by the smile that spread across his face, his eyes glittering even in the near-dark 
"Come on" He said, nudging me. "Our kitties await" He chuckled. 


| grinned, another wave of that emotion washing over me. Ours Logically | knew that he said that because we 
both had someone, or someones waiting for us, but the word still made me tremble. He was so eager to get 


back and see his son it made me feel weak. | wasn't alone in the excitement of being a parent. 


We raced each other to the car, cramming into the backseat with Tommy and his girlfriend and joining in the 
afterglow of a night well-played. 


When Nikki and | staggered back into our hotel room, giggling and trying to shut each other up lest we wake 
the kids, we kicked the sitter out as quickly as possible. Thanking her for going outside her contract as Nikki's 
manager and promising her a case of beer as payment. She had rolled her eyes and laughed and bid us good 


night, she told us to go to sleep, and then we were alone standing in the doorway. 
Nikki looked over at me, the first to break the silence. 
‘lm not ready to go to bed yet, are you?" 


| raised an eyebrow, glancing over at him and remembering briefly how he had looked while playing. | wet my 


lips, looking up with a sly grin. 
"Yeah, actually, | am." 


"Wha--2l" | didn't let him finish, wiping the confused look off his face with a deep kiss that somehow ended 


with me being pinned against the wall as | scrambled to shut the door. 


We laughed as we hauled each other to the bed, getting tangled in clothing every so often as we stripped. | 
smiled against Nikki's mouth as we kissed again, pressing myself against him and greatly enjoying the way he 


groaned and bucked up against me. 
‘Oh God, Izzy...” 


| mouthed my way across his collarbone and soon back to his lips. | grabbed the bottle of lube from the 
bedside table drawer and prepped myself before arranging to sit myself down on him. He groaned again, stifling 


the noise into my neck. 


| rode him slowly, taking my time to appreciate every little noise he made and every ripple of muscle under 


tattooed skin. His hands held tightly to my hips, his gaze not once leaving my face. 


"You're so gorgeous." He whispered, clawing lightly down my back, his hips stuttering as he got closer. | only 
smiled, my ego stoked by the gasp and groan that passed his lips. 


| leaned down over him, trying not to whine as his hand started to stroke my leaking cock. 


"| need you." | whispered, licking the sweat from the side of his face and grinding harder against him. "Cum for 
me." He gasped quietly and | knew he would. "Please..." 


He groaned, gasping again. | let him pull out, awkwardly grinding myself against his hip as he came over my 
butt and back. He didn't stop moving against me until | had spent myself between us, our breaths mingled as 
we shared lazy kisses, Nikki's fingers trailing up and down my spine. 


| fell asleep soundly that night, after we had both showered to clean the days sweat and grunge (and now 
cum) off each other. I'd curled up against Nikki's warmth and nuzzled sweetly into him. | felt like | was at true 
peace with myself for the first time in a long time, even if my other problems were just being ignored. | 


couldn't feel them for the absolute bliss | was feeling then. 


Fourteen 


Author's Notes: 

Imao, hi there, i havent been around in ages but heres a thing and im hoping to get halfways active again-- i 
dont have internet at home right now but ill do my best with what i have (a local library and loads of empty 
time on my hands). 


We awoke an awkward tangle of limbs and clothes, Nikki waking first and apparently watching me snore away 
for a good half hour before he woke me up with a finger in my open mouth. 


"What are you, five?" | sputtered after having jolted up and out of comfort. | swatted at him even after he 


had managed to wind himself around me and smother me with three or four wet kisses. 


"Oh shut up.." He muttered, nuzzling deep into my neck and taking a few drags of breath. "You were totally into 
it” 


| flopped back down and shuffled a bit to get more comfortable in his hold, grumbling a bit to myself, but 
otherwise remaining quiet. | closed my eyes again as Nikki kissed at the spot he was nuzzling, content with the 
feeling of him around me. Images flashed before my shut eyes as memories from the previous night came 
spilling to the forefront of my mind. Memories of getting wasted at the party, memories of singing with the 
band, memories of singing with Nikki and then the fucking after. It was strange how comfortable it all was, 
really. | didn't even care about what we were considered anymore, whatever we were --dating or fuckbuddies 
or just friends-- it was comfortable and safe to say that | enjoyed it and that Nikki enjoyed it. 

| opened my eyes again to the feeling of Nikki nibbling at my earlobe. | couldn't help but grin. 

"Didn't get enough last night?" | asked, still slurring a bit in my fit of still-waking. 

Nikki hummed, "Don't know if I'd ever be able to get enough, sweetcheeks, but no that's not it." 

"What are you doing then?" 

Nikki grinned, teeth grazing down my neck and to my shoulder where he lay a soft kiss. 

"Marking you as mine." 

| laughed, rolling over that | could face him. His eyes sparkled in the dim light as he met my gaze. My grin 


faded to a soft smile as | looked his face over and slowly closed the tiny distance between us so | could kiss 


him. He hummed as our lips met, teeth grazing my lower lip as | wound myself more securely around him. 


‘lm yours now am |?" | mused, pulling away from his kiss just enough that | could meet his gaze once again. 
His lip curled slightly, fingers tracing aimless shapes across my back. 
"Do you wanna be?" He asked, kissing me again and taking my breath from me. 


| gasped when he finally pulled away to let me breathe, my heart pounding and face flushed as his words mixed 
with the images of him singing to me last night. | wet my lips as | looked him over, unable to answer him and 
glad that the question had seemed to be rhetorical. | knew that he wouldn't push me, | also knew that if | had 
told him "yes" he would have grinned that cocky grin of his and fucked me again in celebration. | couldn't help 
but smile at the thought, parting my lips to say something else but being cut off by the pattering of wobbly 
footsteps and a sudden weight on top of us. 


| laughed when Gunner squirmed in between us, his feet winding up in my throat as he grabbed at Nikki's face. 
Gunner whined as he tried to get closer to his dad, his one hand clamped tightly around his teddy as his other 
hand tugged incessantly at Nikki's hair. 


"Augh, what's the matter, lil man?" Nikki asked, pulling his son to a more proper recline that he wasn't kicking 


me in the teeth. "And how did you escape your crib, huh?" 


| laughed, rolling onto my back and placing a hand on my head. The twins sounded to be still sleeping, with no 
sound of movement coming from the other room where the three kids were supposed to be. Gunner squirmed 
in Nikki's grip, little whines escaping him even as Nikki tried to figure out what the problem was. | watched the 
exchange somewhat awkwardly, wondering how much shit I'd get in if | just went back to sleep or got out of 
bed. | couldn't see the clock in the dark, but it fef like it was still pretty early in the morning. It was still dark 


anyway. 
"Did you have a nightmare?" Nikki finally asked. 


Gunner seemed to hesitate before a short "uh huh" left his lips and he nodded into his teddy bear. | couldn't 
help the little "aw" that escaped my lips, causing Nikki to give me a soft smile. Gunner hid his face. | thought 
maybe the boy was being so shy because | was around. Even though we had spent quite some time together, 
it seemed that Gunner still didn't know what to make of me. Which was fine, because | still didn't know what to 
make of the arrangement | had set up with his father. 


"Are you too tough to admit it was a nightmare?" Nikki teased, rubbing Gunner's back and eventually bringing 


him to lie down between him and me. 
Gunner nodded again, looking away bashfully. 
| finally spoke, rolling onto my side so that | was facing the two others. "Being scared of your nightmares 


doesn't make you less tough." | murmured, meeting Nikki's gaze for a moment before looking to the baby 
between us, a slight blush tinting my cheeks as Gunner flopped over to look at me, his lips pouted and gaze 


half-hidden with his teddy. "Can | tell you a secret?" 
The boy hesitated before he came up from behind his bear, nodding but making no sound. 
| smiled, "| have nightmares too." | said softly, "Lots of grown-ups do." 


A small gasp left the boy's lips, his eyes going wide for a minute as he looked back to his father and then back 
to me after Nikki had nodded. After a moment's hesitation, Gunner reached out to tug on my hair, urging me 
closer. When | obliged, he whispered into my ear asking for a story. | smiled as | pulled away, nodding and 
getting comfortable as | tried to think of a good one to tell. 


" Here is Edward Bear, coming downstairs now, bump, bump, bump, on the back of his head, behind Christopher 
Robin---" 


Sometime in the middle of the tale of Winnie the Pooh and his adventures with Heffalumps and Woozles, 
Gunner had fallen asleep. | had almost thought for a minute that Nikki had as well, but | felt his hand reaching 
across to settle on my hip and give a gentle squeeze. | met his gaze in the low light, dawn beginning to break 
over the city and in through the window of the hotel room. He smiled at me and | couldn't help but smile back. 


"| think you're the only one that could make Winnie the Pooh sound sexy." He mumbled into the blankets. 


| laughed, shifting a little but not wanting to wake Gunner. "You're seriously such an idiot." | murmured 


affectionately, my free hand coming up to trace down his arm as he held me. 


He chuckled, taking a deep breath and nuzzling at his pillow before he took to looking me over again. "Thank 


you." He said, fingers tracing more aimless shapes against my hipbone. "For talking to him." 


| thought for a minute that maybe Nikki was joking. | barely did anything. All | did was tell the kid it was okay 
to be scared and then pulled some kid's story out of my ass. It wasn't hard Nothing in Nikki's gaze gave away 


that joke though. His eyes scanned my face with some serene look and his breath came evenly. 


"Oh come on, it was nothing." | sighed, pulling the blanket up on Gumer's shoulder when our movements made it 


slide. 


Nikki seemed to hesitate before he spoke. "He really looks up to you though..." He said softly, "You might think 


it was nothing, just another day's work, but man, he's not going to shut up about it for a while." 


| blushed, looking down at the boy in question as he clung to my necklace in his sleep. Swallowing thickly, | looked 
back up to Nikki and couldn't help but notice the new warmth that lit up his face. My heart beat faster but 
Nikki changed the subject-- or so | thought. 


"So after Chicago we're hitting up Washington State and going home after." He said, hand stilling on my hip as 


he took his gaze away from me. "Do you know what you're doing yet?" 


| sighed softly, shaking my head a bit and muttering under my breath, "No, | don't know. | haven't really 
thought about it." 


Nikki's gaze flickered up to meet mine once more, his eyes swimming with that previous warmth as well as 
with a burning question It made me gulp and start shifting anxiously. Nikki's... Intensity... It was something that 
had first drawn me in with this whole thing. The way he was completely unashamed to grope me in an elevator 
full of people and make a game of it, the way he was wholly honest in all he cared to tell me, the way he wore 
his emotions out in the open as raw and unprocessed. It really was invigorating in a way, but in another, it was 


completely terrifying. One look could render me useless or dumb. 
"Would you ever consider coming home with me?" 


| sputtered, choking on spit and trying to muffle my hacking lest | woke Gunner. Nikki's brow rose, but he 
otherwise said nothing or made no hint at being perturbed. | eventually looked back up to him, disbelief no 


doubt clear in my expression as | tried to make heads or tails of his question. 


"Nikki, [.." | wet my lips, mind racing as | couldn't figure out what he wanted me to say. "..| don't want to 
inconvenience you. | appreciate you taking me in from the hotel, but..." 


"But? 


My lip trembled, the tone of his voice didn't let on to anything either. It was like he had void himself of 
emotion for the time being. | closed my eyes as | tried to get my head straight. 


"| don't want to interfere with what you have going on. | don't want you going out of your way to-" 
Nikki's finger on my lips shut me up pretty quick. | swallowed and looked him over. 
"Yes or no, Stradlin. You don't have to try and please me, | want you to answer for yourself." 


| shut my eyes again, realizing that he had caught me redhanded. | was still a sniveling mess from whatever 
shit had happened to me. Still trying to bend over backwards and make sure everyone else was happy at the 
cost of my own sanity. | took a deep breath, letting the anxiety melt away as Nikki pulled his hand away to let 


me speak. 


"Yes." | said softly, "I would consider going home with you. l.. | don't know what we are, but.. | like it. | wouldn't 
mind continuing to do it for a while longer, or.. Or whatever happens." | paused, words failing me for a moment 
as | went to continue. "I just.. It's like | said before. | don't want to put my kids in jeopardy. If what you say is 
true and Gunner really is already.. Attached to me.. | don't want to end up hurting him when | go to leave-if | 


go to leave. Plus." My lips quirked a little, "Going home would mean dealing with your wife wouldn't it?" 


A smirk danced across Nikki's lips, his hands taking their residence on my hip again as his fingers began to 


drum out some nameless beat. 


"Ex-wife." He corrected, carefully leaning in to press his lips to mine in a chaste kiss. "I ain't living with her 
anymore. She lives the other side of Hollywood and only comes down when we have a court hearing about who 
gets custody of our kids and | only go down there when l'm tryna get her to sign the divorce papers." He 
paused, "Izzy, | know you've had a lot of heavy shit go down too, but.. Saying it without saying the actual 
words, | enjoy your company. | adore your kids. | wouldn't have asked you if you wanted to move in with me if 
| didn't want you to, but it's also your decision to make. If you still want it to be a roommates that fuck kind 


of situation, that's fine. If you ever want to call it something else or somethin’ more, that's cool too." 


My breath I'd been holding escaped me in one rush. | hesitantly reached across to thumb at some stray hair 
that sprayed across Nikki's face, the strands coarse from dye-jobs past. Gunner curled deeper into himself 
between us, giving me the space | needed to close the gap between myself and Nikki without threat of 
squashing the kid. | allowed my hand to leave Nikki's face, curling my hold around the boy that lay sleeping as | 


leaned in to press several tiny kisses across Nikki's nose and to his lips. 


"So I'll ask ya one more time, hopefully without getting interrupted this go around" Nikki murmured against my 


lips. "Do you wanna be mine?" 
| grinned, giggling against him as his fingers crept up my side. 


"Yes." | breathed without a second thought. 


Fifteen 
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Two shows later, we left Chicago and made way to Washington, deciding to make a detour on our way to stop 
in Lafayette to make camp at my parents place for a bit before catching a plane in the city. | called ahead 
from a payphone at the diner we'd stopped at for dinner to make sure we weren't going to be raining on their 
parade, but oddly enough they seemed thrilled to have the whole gang come down. The only downfall was that 
Mom had asked me how my trip to see Slash had gone and | hadn't had the heart to lie to her. 


"Nikki and | got hauled out by hospital security, ma.." | said weakly, curling into the phone and trying to hide my 
face from Nikki as he waited for me outside the phone booth. 


"What happened?" She asked, voice shrill with worry. "Oh goodness, are you boys okay?" 


| laughed a little, pressing my lips together and trying to think how to tell her that I'd done far worse. "We're 
fine." | said, sounding strained even to myself. "He... It.. It was him that started it. He kept trying to pick a 
fight... But it's fine. We're fine." 


"Are you okay?" 
| sighed, "I'm fine, ma. Honest" 


"Jeffery Dean" She said firmly, | could practically see her putting a hand on her hip to tell me off. "When you 
get here, you're going to tell your mother everything. | would lay into you right now but | know you're calling 


long distance and | don't want you to eat all your quarters." 


| laughed even as | fed the phone another twenty-five cents. "Yes ma'am." | said obediently, figuring that there 
was no point trying to fight about it. "Look, mom... It really isn't a big deal. It was just a bit of a 
misunderstanding on all sides that got a bit ugly.. But | really wanted to ask if you're sure it's okay for all of 


us to come down this week." 


It was her turn to sigh. "Yes it's fine, Jeff. Your dad and | would be thrilled to meet everyone. You act like we 
don't take any interest in your life!" 


"Well | did go missing for a good ten years or so before showing up out of nowhere out of house and home 


with kids in tow." 


A sort of disgusted sound escaped her on the other end, the sound of hair against the receiver telling me that 
she was shaking her head. "Jeff... I'm not saying | agree with every single choice you've made in your life, but 
you are my son and | love you regardless of what stupid decisions you make, including the decision to take off 


right out of high school without so much as a word." 

| laughed, tearing up a bit as | hid again. Nikki was trying to look in at me and gauge what was happening. | 
raised my hand to wave him off and let him know I'd just be another minute. He lit up a cigarette and 
shrugged. 

"Thanks, mom." 

"You're welcome. Now get off the phone and stop wasting your money, I'll see you whenever you get here." 
Grinning, | nodded to myself. "Alright, see you when we get there... | love you, mom." 


"I love you too, Jeff, now get going.’ 


| chuckled as | hung up, stepping out of the phone booth and immediately reaching into my pocket for my own 
cigarettes. Nikki's gaze followed my movements as | lit up and eventually | looked over at him and smiled. 


"Everything's good to go. Mom doesn't mind giving us a roof.. or food." 


"Oh thank fuck" Nikki laughed, "Cuz l'm pretty sure l'm gonna start shitting my insides out if | have to eat 


anymore fucking takeaway." 


My nose wrinkled, "Too much info." | muttered, "But anyway, l'm more concerned about what everyone else is 


doing." 


"Ah, Vince and Tommy are just freshening up, Mick's got coffee for himself while he keeps the kids occupied. 
We'll be good to go in another fifteen minutes or so." 


| nodded, content with that as an answer. | sighed on my smoke as | allowed myself to relax, my gaze lingering 
on the people around us as they milled about and started into their own evening rituals. | let my eyes fall shut 
after | sucked in another breath of smoke, the air coming with it cool and sharp with the Northern Autumn. | 
shivered despite myself, more acclimatized to the near constant heat of California with all the time I'd spent 


there. | opened my eyes to see Nikki looking me over, a sort of contentedness in his smile. 


| took a final drag off my smoke, stubbing the end out with my boot before turning to plant a small kiss on 
Nikki's mouth. Taking his hands in mine, | grinned at the way his lips curled when | started to drag him off 
toward the Diner's entrance. 


Fifteen minutes to spare or not, you know it's going to take thirty just to get Gunner in his carseat" | said 
sweetly, watching the way Nikki laughed. “Because he's an awful stubborn kid, just like someone else | know." 


"Well / certainly wasn't the one to teach him how to say no." Nikki teased, dropping his cigarette butt on the 


ground and kicking it out as we went. 
"Is that supposed to be an accusation?" | faux-gasped, eyes widening in my mock surprise. 
"No my dear Stradlin, that's the truth knocking down the door." 


We tumbled into the Diner with a fit of laughter, continuing to tease each other the entire way to Mick's 
table. We shuffled ourselves into the booth when we weren't able to see either Tommy or Vince, figuring we'd 
have some extra time to spare. When the server came over, Nikki and | each ordered a coffee, figuring the 


caffeine boost would help us shlump the rest of the way to Indiana. 
"Everything good?" Mick asked, turning to face me after handing Gunner over to his dad. 
"Yeah, mom said it's no problem. We can stay the week if we need to." 


Mick's lips quirked and his head tipped in a half-nod, but otherwise he stayed quiet and turned his attention to 
his coffee. | was quick to tune back into the kids, somewhat glad that Mick didn't feel the need for small talk. It 
was something that | appreciated. Out of all the Crue guys, Mick was probably the one that | felt most 
‘friendly’ with-aside from Nikki of course. Tommy and Vince always seemed to get agitated by a lack of sound, 
always seeming to force conversation even when there was none to be had, and Nikki was prone to fall asleep 
if we were just sitting in silence and not doing anything. Mick seemed perfectly content to enjoy the silence and 


just go about his business. Maybe it was because he was older than everyone else. | couldn't be certain 
"Dada dal" Noah babbled, breaking me out of my thoughts and causing me to grin. 


"Why hello my baby boy, hello!" | babbled back at him, reaching across the table to grab one of the few toys 
that had been thrown around since Mick's babysitting venture. As | handed the toy to Noah, who promptly 
stuck the damn thing in his mouth, Darcy started up, squealing away in delight when | gave her her wanted 


attention. 
"I gotta wonder how you do it” Came a voice from behind me. | looked back to see Tommy, his face clean of 
any makeup and his hair combed out. "I tried to give ‘em both attention before | went to clean up, it just made 


my head spin." 


| laughed, turning away when the server came over with mine and Nikki's coffee. | took the steaming mug into 


my hands and blew on it before sipping. 
"You get used to it, man" | chuckled, "It's not hard when you just keep at it for so long.” 


Tommy just gave me a skeptical look before continuing his way out, saying something about how he was going 


to call his girlfriend and let her know he'd meet her at the airport in Washington. 


Several hours and several pit stops for cigarettes or gas later, we eventually rolled into my parents’ driveway. 
The lights were on at the porch, so | knew they'd been expecting us, but still my step-father pulled back the 
curtains to peek out the window and my mom still came out to welcome us. | couldn't help the slight flush up 


my neck when she came over to the car muttering about seeing her grandkids. 


The thought kind of weirded me out and | couldn't explain why. | guess | still couldn't really wrap my head 
around the fact that | was a parent, let alone the fact that my mom was a grandma by me. My brothers 
may have already had kids, but | don't think anyone really expected me to settle the fuck down. 


"They might be sleeping.” | said softly, shutting my door and going around to where mom was already gushing 
over the babies. 


"Sweet things." She coved, looking up at me with a gentle smile. "I'll bring them ahead inside, you just worry 
about getting your stuff unpacked" 


“Alright-uh, it might be easier if you just take their whole car seat." | said idly, unable to help as | doted on 
the twins. 


Mom waved me off, seeming agitated. "Yeah, yeah.." She muttered, practically pushing me out of the way. "| 
have token care of kids before, Jeffery." 


| laughed, shaking my head and hiding my embarrassment as Nikki got out of the car just in time to see me 


get berated by my mother. | went around to the trunk of the car and started grabbing mine and Nikki's bags. 


Eventually we got settled, Vince, Mick and Tommy all crammed on the living room sofa to watch TV with my 
step dad, two of the kids napping off the drive in the room Nikki and I'd be sharing, and Nikki and myself in the 
kitchen trying to help my mom with dinner. Rather, | was trying to help my mom with dinner and Nikki was at 
the kitchen table cradling Noah and trying to coax him to sleep. 


"So tell me again, why did you two get in trouble with security?" 


| sighed irritably, trying to be patient, since | knew my mom was still having trouble understanding the full 
extent of everything that happened between Slash and myself. To be honest, / was still trying to understand 
the full extent of it. | didn't do a very good job of explaining it either, but really | didn't want to talk about it. | 
didn't want to talk about him. Everytime | started | just felt like a complete idiot for letting it go on so long and 
like a tool for letting myself be used the way | was. 


"Slash didn't like the fact that I've been trying to move on" | said, turning the tap at the sink on full so | could 
start doing dishes. "He thought | was there to.. Go home with him. He couldn't get it through his skull that | 


didn't want anything more to do with him.. | was done trying. | mean, everyone's got problems-" | cast a quick 
glance at Nikki, still somewhat anxious about the fact that | had agreed to move in with him despite his ongoing 
divorce. "but not everyone's problems put other people's lives in danger and not everyone's problems suck 


every ounce of joy from their partner.” 


Mom nodded, seeming to mull that over for a moment. "That still doesn't explain you getting yourself in 


trouble." She chastised. 


It was my fault Mrs. LaVern" Nikki spoke up, looking oddly innocent for the information he was no doubt about 
to spill. "| may or may not have threatened the guy's life if he ever tried to lay hands on your son again. He, 


uh, didn't take to that threat very well." 


The shock didn't last too long and it was very quickly replaced with a fury | had never yet experienced. Within 
a moment, my mother had turned on me, her finger pointed, other hand on her hip. Her brow was furrowed 
and her lips turned down in a thin frown. | tried to busy myself with scrubbing a pot, a chill still meeting my 


spine. 


"You never told me that." She said, an accusatory bite to her voice. "You swore that that man had never hit 


you.’ 

| cast a quick glare at Nikki, feeling betrayed by the fact he'd let go my secret. 
"Jeffery Dean, look at me when | am talking to you" 

| flinched before | did as | was told 

"Mom, it wasn't a big deal.. It.. It didnt happen all the time or anything.” 


Her chin tilted, gaze flicking over me as her posture told me without words to shut my damn mouth. Nikki at 


least had the sense to look half-guilty as he stared at the floral tablecloth. 
"| don't care how many times it happened. What have | always told you?" 


| closed my eyes as memories of my childhood bubbled around the back of my mind. I'd been young when my 
mom split from my father and remarried again, but | did remember her telling me about how their split had 
been messy near to the end. | remembered her holding me and holding a rag against her split lip as she told 


me: 


‘Never let anyone try to ‘put you in your place’ because your place isn't any lower than theirs." | sighed, 
looking up and meeting my mother's gaze with tired eyes. "Mom, | know... It's more complicated than that 
though and Nikki's threat only came because | said something that set him off and he kept trying to haul his 
ass out of the bed to get at me." 


Seeming to accept my statement, my mom finally seemed to relax a little again. She checked the casserole 
pans in the oven and adjusted the temperature before going to sit down across from Nikki at the table. | let 
myself go off into my own little world as | kept at the dishes. | could vaguely hear mom and Nikki making small 
talk, but | didn't really pay them any mind, too engrossed with the thoughts that plagued me. 


It really was a bit of a shock thinking about everything leading up to Slash finally snapping and attacking me in 
the driveway those few months ago. How much | had changed-and not necessarily for the better. My mother 
had raised me to be a tough child. She'd been there for support if I'd needed it, but | wasn't really the top of 
her priorities-or at least it had always seemed that way. When she remarried she had started spending less 
time at home or less time keeping an eye on me anyway. In hindsight maybe it was because she had 


(wrongfully) trusted me to make the right decisions, but back then it was like | raised myself. 


The key to the front door had always stayed taped to the bottom of the mailbox so | could let myself in after 
school since mom never got home for at least another hour after that. | was always allowed to go down the 
street to play with the neighbours kids as long as | was home in time for supper. My mom trusted that | 
actually had been trying my best at school, berating me if she got calls from the office about my skipping 
classes in high school, but otherwise leaving me be. | grew up independent and tough. 


That toughness really only grew into a diamond-like hardness when I'd moved to LA. My mind and body quickly 
adapted from independent to "trust no one" so | wouldn't end up dead in the street. | got jobs where | could and 
worked my ass off to try and make my dreams come true, going so far as to sell drugs on the street corner 
just to make ends meet. Of course that twisted and became various other little tendrils of horror, my own 


drug use, the rise and fall of all the bands | had played in including Guns n Roses... 


But through it all | had stayed hardened. Softening only when | was bombarded with the reality that was my 
own anatomy. Slash had played games on me during the pregnancy, sure. Hit me once or twice, once on 
accident, again to try and make a point but not in blind rage.. But once the kids were born it was like someone 
had squeezed the bellows to a dead flame and just blown ash in my face. Sure, a lot of the shit that went on 
was just passive aggressive bullshit.. But then there were the fights. The fights about booze. The fights about 
blow. The fights about whether or not | was allowed to leave. | got scared. | had been softened by these two 
angels that had been dropped into my life but had allowed myself to be reshaped by the unstable mess | had 
called my partner. | hadn't known anything but the life | had lived for so many years. | had been relearning 


normalcy so | didn't know the difference. 


My hands stilled in the lukewarm water when | realized that | had washed everything in the sink. | blinked a bit 
before | pulled the plug and turned back to look at Nikki. Mom had gotten up again and was going about 
garnishing and finishing up all the food. | looked Nikki over a moment, unsurprised by his relaxed air and the 
way he seemed so comfortable just cradling my son. | was, however, slightly surprised by the way my heart 
seemed to beat faster when Nikki noticed my staring and met my gaze with a grin My lips twitched as a 


blush crept across my face. 


After the abuse that had been my relationship with Slash, Nikki was like a breath of fresh air. Granted, | was 
still afraid Afterall, Slash and | were supposed to work out too. But somehow it felt as though Nikki felt the 


same anxiety | did. We were both newly sober single parents with the odds stacked against us in every single 
regard. We both had two kids, but | had the one up on being able to have both of mine in my custody. Both of 
our exes were supposedly psychotic and out to ruin our lives, and both of us seemed to have the same sort 


of end goal as far as an out-of-work life went. 


As mom opened the oven, the kitchen warmed with the smell of our home-cooked supper. | could feel her 
watching me as | went over to sit next to Nikki and take the bundled child from him. While the sound of the 
TV in the living room filtered in to keep our silence from being deafening, | could tell that my mother was 
smiling at me, that knowing motherly glance going right through me and letting me know that she was happy 
with the sight that met her. 


And | had to say, | was happy for the feeling that set my heart racing with Nikki's smile. 
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Hollywood, Los Angeles, California 
[7:4 Thrs 


| sat alone in my apartment. I'd finally been let out of the fucking hospital, but | couldn't help but wonder if | 
wouldn't have been better off staying there. | had nothing to do, really. Few people answered my calls and it 
seemed that any old party buddies that did were too busy with other things to come out and hang. At that 
moment, | sat in the lazy boy in the living room, fingers curled around a cigarette as | contemplated what | 
could do to pass the time. | could play guitar, write something maybe.. | also could have gone looking for food 


or drink, preferably drink to try and numb the chewing thoughts in the back of my mind. 


Izzy was gone. Long gone. Apparently any bit of love he'd had for me had been a lie or exploited out 
somewhere else. He'd said he wanted nothing more to do with me, which, really, had hurt. | still wanted him. | 


wanted my fucking kids. 


| mean, really what | wanted was to stop thinking about what | didn't have, but apparently that wasn't going to 
happen. | sucked back on my smoke and frowned to myself, brows furrowed as | stretched my legs out. | 
fucking hated this. | didn't understand what had happened. What had gone wrong? Things were so.. Smooth. They 
worked. | mean, | thought they had. Izzy and | had a lovely little thing going. 


He'd said that the drugs were what tore us apart. | thought that was really something. | didn't know what 
exactly, but it was fucking something alright. The drugs. Oh how funny. Because | remembered a time when he 
was the one that was fucking shit up for everyone else with the fucking drugs He'd be nodding off while playing 
a set, or so smashed he couldn't see straight let alone play. Of course that had been before the kids, but even 
still There was no way that the drugs were the main issue there. It wasn't like | was feeding the babies 


cocaine in a fucking bottle. 

Besides, it was just in good fun. To let loose a little. Honestly | felt like Izzy had become such a fucking stick in 
the mud since the pregnancy. No booze, no blow, no pot even, and next to no sex. It was pathetic, he'd become 
such a fucking- 

Oh fuck. 


| dropped my cigarette as the thought practically slapped me across the face. | shook my head, not wanting to 


think it again and possibly be faced with the reality Axl might have been talking about all those days ago. 

It wouldn't let go. | couldn't shake it. | closed my eyes and the words seemed to pop up in bright neon lights. | 
grumbled under my breath and curled back up, grabbing another cigarette from the pack in my pocket and 
lighting it. 


Camels. | thought, Lzy had Iked Camels. He'd said he'd smoke anything he could get his hands on, but if he had a 


choice he'd choose Camels 

The pungent smoke curled out my nostrils as | breathed. Fuck | was losing it. Smoking my exes favourite 
smokes and curled up in his chair thinking about how much of a fucking dad he'd become. It was sickening. | was 
sickening. 

But | didn't know what else to do. There was no one to party with and nothing worth not-partying for to do. | 
heaved another sigh, going to lean back and shut my eyes, stress beginning to curl in my lungs along with the 
smoke. However, my thoughts were broke up by the distant ringing of a telephone. 

My eyes snapped open and | tried to think of where | could have left the damn thing. | got myself to a shaky 
stand, smoke firmly between my lips as | went searching. | looked under flyers and empty pizza boxes, 


muttering to myself as | went and celebrating minutely when | finally found the fucking thing. 


"Hello?" | croaked, unsure whose voice would meet me on the other end, but a dull sort of hope budding in my 


stomach. 
Please be lzy, please be zy. 

It was not Izzy. 

"Holy fuck I've been trying to call you for three hours now" Came Axl's panicked sounding voice. 
"Why? What's the matter?" 


Axl almost sounded like he was going to cry, which was kind of a big deal. | frowned as | took another drag off 
my smoke and ashed it on the floor. 


"I just came out of the hospital” He practically sobbed. "It's Duff” 
"What?" 


"Duffs in the hospital" He repeated, "His fucking liver blew up. He's got fucking burns inside his body because 
his fucking liver blew up." 


| scoffed. That wasn't possible-was it? 


"Look, Ax, | don't know what to tell you...” 
"| don't want you to tell me anything, jackass, I'm calling to let you know!" 


Ah, | thought, that was more Axis style. | shook my head and rolled my eyes as he lay into me. | didn't need 
this shit right now. 


"Hey Ax?" 

"Fucking what?" He snapped back. 

"I'm hanging up now. Thanks for calling or whatever." 

| didn't even wait for his response before hanging up. | sighed again, moving to go back to the chair and curl up 
again | honestly thought Axl was making shit up to try and get me out of the house. He'd done it before, | 
couldn't put it past him to do it again. Duff was fine. The guy was built like a fucking brick house or whatever 


that expression was. He was young, he was healthy. 


Then again.. Came a little voice in the back of my mind. So were you and you still took a heartattack and got a 
Jumpstarter installed in your chest. 


| shook my head, looking between the chair and the phone. 
| should call his house. | should call Duffs house. Just to make sure.. | mean, what if, right? 


| contemplated it another minute before shrugging. | could always call later. Right then all | wanted was to curl 


back up and try to figure out what the hell | wanted to do. 


Lafaye tte, Indiana 
[7-4 Thrs 


| really liked Izzy's mom. Sonja. She had this no-bullshit kind of way about her and she wasn't afraid to voice 


her opinion. She also made one hell of a meal, a skill | only wished she could have passed on to her son 


We all sat or stood around the smaller kitchen wherever we could fit. The twins were both napping, but 
Gunner was out snacking on something in the living room while watching some mindless cartoon Izzy, Vince, 
Mick and | had managed to snag seats at the table, but Tommy wasn't so lucky. He stood somewhat awkwardly 


against the counter as he ate, trying not to look as antsy as he no doubt was. 


Dinner itself was actually pretty quiet, we were still pretty exhausted from all the driving and improper living 
conditions from the past few days and Izzy's parents seemed to enjoy the silence anyway. Izzy himself seemed 
pretty lost in his thoughts, his gaze not really focussed on anything. | had half a mind to nudge him and ask 
him what was up, but | also didn't want to disturb the silence or pry too much, he was probably still a bit 
peeved I'd mentioned about our fight with Slash the last we were in Cali. 


"So, Jeff. Not to embarrass you in front of your friends-" Izzy's stepdad spoke up, causing Izzy's gaze to 
finally flick over, a bit of a smile on his face at his dad's teasing. "-But | am curious. Last you were here you 
said you were broken up with the band you'd been playing with. You have any idea what you're gonna do from 


here?" 
"Well he's still got a while to figure things out." Vince butt in, "He's comin’ with us to Washington" 


Izzy sniffed, sticking a forkful of potatoes in his mouth when his dad seemed upset at the prospect of 
continuously following us around for weeks on end while we toured. Saying it wasn't a proper way to live and 
that it wasn't good for the kids. He didn't sound angry or condescending with it, just worried, 


"I'm moving in with Nikki" Izzy eventually said, his attention moved almost fully on his meal. Vince snorted on a 


sip of water and Tommy nearly started hacking on his food. 


I'd almost forgot that | hadn't told them about that. Mick didn't seem bothered, but not a lot really got past 
him. I'd bet he knew it was gonna happen even before we did. The coughing eventually ceased. | pursed my lips 


and looked to the ceiling when Vince gaped at me. 


"We talked about it a little while ago." Izzy continued once the excitement had died down, his voice was quiet 


and small. | was proud of him for speaking up though. "We'll figure it out and we'll stay together." 


| beamed at that, glad to see Izzy's dad nodding as though he too were pleased with that as an answer. | 
peeked over at Sonja, glad that she also seemed happy with the news. Not that | was totally begging for a 
parental blessing or anything, | could have done without it, | was still glad to know that | wasn't being a 


complete homewrecker. 


"What about work?" Came the next question, "You boys lookin for a guitar player or do you have something 
else in mind?" 


‘I've got something else in mind, dad" Izzy chuckled, looking up with a vague sort of smile and casing a glance 


to Vince and Mick. "I mean, no offense guys, your music's great, but not my scene." 


Tommy snorted on a laugh behind us, "Yeah well, we didn't want ya anyway. We don't have the hairspray To 


spare." 


Izzy laughed, his smile splitting his face and warming something within me. | was glad to see him having a good 


time, laughing and all. | was also glad to see him getting on so well with everyone else. Sure, these were my 


boys and | trusted them with my life. We'd all been pitching in to help Izzy out where we could too, but | had 
actually been worried that Izzy wouldn't end up opening up to anyone but me. | mean, flattering as that would 


have been-it wouldn't have been a healthy way to live. 


It did seem too that Izzy had gotten over some of his fears though. When he wasn't spending time with me or 
spending time alone slash with the kids, he would go and hang out with Mick. Supposedly they got on well, and 
supposedly Izzy was keeping in touch with some folks from Cali. The work he had alluded to being a solo project. 
Well.. A new band with those folks he was staying in touch with, but basically solo. He'd said he didn't want to 
work with another singer and he didn't want to do anything that would be too big. Basically, he didn't want a 
repeat of Guns n Roses, which was understandable because judging by the shit on the TV and radio about 
them, and based on what little Izzy had told me, they were a fucking mess. 


So something small and casual. Izzy was pretty excited to give it a try and | figured it would most likely work 
out, but honestly, all | cared about was getting him to keep busy at something and stick with it. You know, to 
keep him from overthinking things. Besides, | loved hearing him sing and if he wanted to sing on an entire 


album? I'd definitely listen the fuck out of it. 

| looked up when | heard a whine come running in from the living room, Gunner's uneven gait sounding through 
the mostly quiet kitchen. I'd already turned around in my seat to meet him, but still he toppled over onto his 
hands and knees instead of stopping. | sighed a little. 


"What's the matter, bud? Daddy's tryna have supper.” 


| scooped him up off the floor and held him in my lap, looking him over as he rubbed his eyes and sniffled. | 


felt everyone's eyes on me but | tried not to care. 
"Nooo." The boy whined, his lips pouting. "No sup, daddy..." 


"You don't want me to eat?" | asked, noticing that Vince had already finished and fucked off from the table to 
go elsewhere and Tommy had gone and gotten seconds, taking the newly empty seat once he had. 


Gunner looked frustrated. "No." He mumbled again. 


"Are you tired?" | asked softly, shifting his weight a little so that | at least had a free hand to try and get my 
fork to my mouth. 


"No..." He said, even as he snuggled into my chest. 


"Probably got tired of being alone." Izzy chuckled, looking over at us with a smile. He turned his attention to 


Gunner. "Isn't that right? You just wanna spend some time with the grownups?" 


The boy nodded, "Uh huh." He put a hand on his chest as though to say he was talking about himself. "I a big 
boy." He said firmly, lips pouting again as though he expected Izzy to contest with it. 


"That's right." Izzy said instead, "You're a big boy, so you can spend some time at the big boy table too. Right, 
Tommy?" He looked up at the drummer as he said it, clearly hoping that if Gunner felt validated, he'd stop 
fussing so much and let us finish eating. 

"Yep!" Tommy said, sounding a little too chipper. "And that's okay too, because we like your company li'l man" 
Gunner beamed, taking his thumb away from his mouth and sitting up a little straighter. He looked over the 
table with a slightly furrowed brow. | put my head near his shoulder, making a mental note to fucking thank 
Izzy for figuring shit out for me. 

"You want some of daddy's mashed potatoes?" | asked, making Gunner look back with wide eyes. 

"Yes!" He said excitedly. 

“Alright, what's the magic word?" 

"Mmm..." He paused to think about it a minute, thumb going back into his mouth. "Pease!" 


| could hear Sonja laughing a little from the end of the table and see Mick's lips twitching a little as well. 


"Good enough." | said, taking my spoon | wasn't using from the table and scooping some mash. 


Eventually we all finished eating and we all got set up in spare rooms and on pull out couches. It was still 
pretty early, but Gunner had already gone to bed and Izzy'd already gone to check on his kids to make sure 
they'd be good the rest of the night. 


| groaned a little as | flopped back on the bed, hands folded behind my head and gaze trained on the ceiling until 
Izzy came back and shut the door behind him. He gave me a bit of a smile before he turned away and went to 


set on a tape. | couldn't help but laugh when | heard the guitar strike up alongside Robert Plant's crooning. 


| watched closely as Izzy swayed over, my arms opening up to him to let him sink into me. Holding him there, | 
sighed happily. | hummed a little when he nuzzled into my neck and eventually popped his head up so he could 
look down at me. 


"So what's your place like?" He asked softly, "Fuckin' telling everyone I'm moving in already and | haven't even 


been there to know if I'll actually be able to." 


| laughed, planting a kiss to his forehead and feeling my heart warm at the way his eyes closed and his head 
tilted when | did it. 


"You'll definitely be able to. It's a house actually outside Hollywood. | decided to get outta the city. Its not quite 
the ‘burbs, but its not quite country either." 


"Is it like here?" He prompted, seeming legitimately interested. 


"Ehhh.." | pondered, trying to actually remember what the damn place looked like. It had been a while since I'd 
been home. "Kinda, yeah. Yeah, neighbourhood's kinda like this. The house itself is a bit older, looks it too 
because | never felt like renovating." | swatted at him when he snickered, "But anyway, it's a nice place and 


there's a room to spare if you decide you don't want to buddy up with me anymore." 


| couldn't help but grin when he laughed, the sound lighting me up and making me feel like I'd done some crazy 

good shit. His nose prodded at the underside of my jaw, his breath dancing across my stubbly skin and making 

my stomach do somersaults. | tilted my chin just enough that | could kiss him, unable to help it. Feeling his dry 
lips move against mine, | brought my hands down over his body, bringing them back up to cup his ass. He had 

a fabulous ass. It was the kind of ass | could hold for hours. | could stare for hours too when he walked by in 
his tighter pants. 


| hummed a little when | heard him make a little noise of surprise. 
"Nikki." 
| pressed against him, half-groaning when he pulled away to look at me. "Please?" | begged. 


Izzy's teeth caught his lower lip, his eyes casting over me as he seemed to think about it. | sighed a little 
when he shook his head and let his chin rest on my chest. | was disappointed, but | supposed | could wait. | 
wasn't gonna force him, anyway. | could still pout though, even as my hardon continued to bump against him 


with any movement he made. 
"Maybe later." He said quietly, his eyes half-lidded as he looked to me again. 


"Alright." | muttered, patting his butt and sliding my hands back up his spine, rather enjoying the way his body 
arced with the touch. "Later." 


We lay like that for hours and even though my one arm went a little numb from the way | was half-reclinea, | 
stayed as still as possible as Izzy's eyes grew heavier and heavier with sleep. | rubbed his back and around his 
neck, only looking away when | heard the cassette player flip off with the finished tape. | kissed Izzy's forehead 
and sighed to myself, content with the feeling of warmth emanating from him. 


Thinking about it honestly, | had started off just wanting to play. | was bored on tour with the whole lack of 
drugs and lack of anything new or exciting. Life was sucking-what with my ex-wife hounding me and Vince 
hounding me and management riding my ass day-in and day-out. | wanted a break. Izzy's appearance was a bit 


of a surprise and the circumstances he was under were even more of one. | wanted a break, lzzy obviously 


needed a break, and I'd thought of an outlet. | was totally not counting on getting attached the way | did 
though, so that was a third surprise, though it was quite welcome. | really truly did enjoy his company and his 
attention and | was eager to see what it would be like to have a semi-proper home-life with him there. | didn't 
fully know just what it was that Izzy was thinking or what he wanted from what we had going, but as long as 


he was rolling with the punches, | was gonna go along with it too because | didn't really know either. 


On the one hand, | wanted a partner. | knew what | wanted my end goal to be and I'd already discussed that 
with Izzy within the first few days of our hanging out. | figured that he wanted similar, but | wasn't gonna 
push him into having it with me if he didn't want it-especially considering all the complications that were no 
doubt going to arise. | was, technically, still married. Waiting and begging and pleading to have fucking papers 
filled out so at least that one pain in the ass would melt away. The next problem though, was the fucking 
custody battles. She wanted full custody, | wanted full custody, partial custody was not an option as far as | 
was concerned due to the distance between us and the fact that she hated my fucking guts and would find 
some kind of fucking excuse to keep both my kids from me despite managing to keep one. | didn't want to get 
Izzy involved with that. He had enough of his own problems without my adding to it. 


On the other hand, | hadn't expected feelings. | hadn't expected getting attached to either Izzy or his kids. It had 
been a few weeks and already | felt like it had been years. Of course, there were still the few awkward things 
both of us were getting used to, like morning breath or the fact that | sang in the shower even though | 
wasn't very good, or the fact that Izzy snored super fucking loud.. But those were all domestic idiosyncrasies, 
things that came with any new relationship, no matter what that relationship was. And yet, there | was, eager 
to get the fuck home and show Izzy my place and let him into my home-life however he wanted to be a part 
of it. Sure, a part of me was still aching to try and see him normal To see him healed and making his own 
decisions and living his own life like a normal person, because | knew how hard it was to pick yourself back up 
and try to build yourself from the ground up.. But a really disgusting selfish part of me wanted to never let 
go, regardless of what Izzy wanted, because some voice in the back of my mind was telling me that this was 


something | did not want to let walk away. 

My lips pursed a little as Izzy's head tilted in his sleep and he started breathing a little deeper. | rubbed my 
thumb back and forth over the small of his back, somewhat amazed at how calm he looked. | leaned back a bit, 
putting my free hand back behind my head. Unfortunately, the movement seemed too much and Izzy awoke 
with a cut off breath. 

"Shit, did.. | fall ‘sleep?" He mumbled, yawning and rubbing his tired eyes. 

"Yeah, it's no big deal though." 


| smiled a little as he rolled over and nestled into my side instead. | put my arm around him and hummed as he 


got comfortable. 
"Time's it?" 


| craned my neck to look at the alarm clock on the end table. "About five after eight. We're leavin’ early 


tomorrow though, you should get some sleep.” 


His face skewed up in a sort of frustration "So should you.." He said even as he was nuzzling at my ribcage 


and obviously almost asleep again. 


| laughed, rubbing his side and waiting for him to get comfortable again. | sighed a little when | heard his 


breathing get deep and even again, my thoughts that had been racing slowing as | also grew more tired 
"See ya in the morning, sweetcheeks." | muttered to the ceiling, eyes closing even as | said it. 


| almost swore | felt Izzy's lips curling against me in a smile as | nodded off. 


Seventeen 


Author's Notes: 
I'm gonna be blunt, a lot of fucked up shit has gone on and I'm sincerely hoping that now that l'm 
finding/coming to terms with some sense of normalcy | can come back halfways regularly. Hope y'all still 


remember me. Hi. 


Hollywood, Los Angeles, California 
0700hrs 


The first thing | felt was that my head seemed to be endlessly heavy. The second thing | noticed was how stiff 
my neck was from sleeping sitting up. And the third? Well that was easy, the third thing | noticed was the 
nurse standing really close and staring somewhat eerily at me as | woke up from my craptastic nap in the 
waiting room chair in the hospital. It was my third night in a row, | thought at first that she was finally asking 


me to leave, but when | saw the smile on her face when she noticed my waking, | thought again 

"Mr. Rose?" 

| smudged my hand over my face and drew a breath, "Yeah" 

"| was sent fo tell you that your friend is awake now." She seemed so cheery despite the fact the sun had not 
yet risen. | wondered briefly if she put tequila in her coffee, but soon what she said registered and | sat stock 


straight. 


"Duff's awake?" | gasped, feeling like a vacuum had gone haywire in my chest, all the air sucked from my lungs 


in that one word. 
Awake. Duff was awake. He was alive. 
"Can | go see him?" | continued, mind going a hundred mile an hour and showing no signs of slowing. 


A sort of odd look crossed the nurse's face, as though | were a child and had asked some sort of endearing 


question like why the sky was blue or some shit. It made me squint at her and frown a little. 
Visiting hours don't start til nine.." She started slowly, causing me to slump in my seat. "But my colleagues will 
be done bathing him in about a half an hour if you wanted to check in. He's in room 108 down the second 


hallway." 


| could have cried, my relief hitting me like a fucking freight train. 


"Thank you." | breathed, rubbing sleep from my eye and allowing myself to relax into the chair | sat in. "Thank 


you so much." 


"You're welcome." She said sweetly, coming a step closer and motioning to the seat next to me as if to ask to 
sit down. | frowned in confusion but nodded. "Thank you," she murmured, sitting next to me and folding her 
hands in her lap. "There is one more thing that | need to discuss before | leave or even before you go into see 


him. 


My nostrils flared. Oh God no. There was a catch. Duff wasn't completely okay. Was he a vegetable? No. That 
didn't make sense. The damage done was in his stomach area, not his fucking brain. | tried not to let my lip 
quiver as | looked back to the nurse. I'd no doubt have to be stronger than this to go in and see the man, | 


didn't know the full extent of the damage but | had to imagine he didn't look great after surgery. 


"What is it?" | asked, voice lower than normal. | sniffed to myself, hating how my voice gave me away. At any 


given time my feelings were able to leave the second | opened my mouth. 


"Well you see." She hesitated, looking me over and clearly trying to determine if l'd be able to handle the 
information she was about to share. "Its about Mr. McKagan's... Mental health. We don't want to bombard him 
with questions while he's still recovering from the physical effects of his... Illness.. But we need to know as 
much as we can so we can develop some sort of treatment plan to get him back on track and healthy again." 
She paused, seeming to take in my dumbfounded expression. "There were also these-" She placed two unused 
bullets for Duff's shotgun into the palm of my hand, my eyes blowing wide at the sight, "-in his pockets and 
some scars we weren't too sure about. Mr. Rose, other than the obvious alcoholism and drug abuse, has Mr. 
McKagan ever shown any other signs of self-destructive behaviour? Signs of self-harm or apparent self- 


neglect? Has he ever mentioned thoughts of suicide?" 


My breath caught in my throat and my tears caught in my eyelashes. | hadn't known any of this was going on. 
| mean, I'd known Duff had been killing himself with the drink, but this this was fucking nuts. 


"Suicide?" | croaked, my thoughts selfishly going to the times that | had thought about that as an option for 
myself. "No. l. 1." 


I'd never noticed. I'd never even noticed the scars outside those caused by the needle. | closed my eyes and 


resisted the urge to curl up in the chair. | made a weary attempt at eye contact with the nurse. 


"If he had those thoughts he never talked to me about it" | said, tasting copper on my tongue with how awful 
it all sounded. What kind of friend was |? What kind of leader to let my band mates get this bad? "All | know is 
that he had this run with anxiety that he talked to me about after the shrink told me | got manic-depression 
Y'know, said he could relate. He didn't let it run his life though, | don't think" 


A sort of smug, sort of sad smile touched the nurse's lips. "You don't think?" 


My eyes widened at the chill that touched my spine as the realization struck me. 


0845hrs 
| knocked quietly on the door before | entered. (08 that was where I'd been told to go.. 


| paused in the doorway as | looked to the bed, a fluttering panic rising in my chest at the sight that met me. 
Duff was there, though it was impossible to tell if he was awake or not. Dressed in nothing but a hospital 
gown, | was surprised to see that they'd even cut off his padlock and chain that he wore around his neck. My 
lips pressed tight together, brows drawn down at how.. How frail he looked. God, he was still so bloated and his 
hair was patchy as all fuck-the remaining show from his alcohol abuse -but he looked frail | had half a mind 


to turn around and leave again, my breaths uneven at the sight of him. 


| forced myself to move one foot in front of the other until | was next to him though, crouching at his 
bedside and listening to the beeping of the machines that read his vitals. | heard his breathing, soft little puffs 
in the stagnant hospital air. Tears stung my eyes as | reached out to gently brush some stray hair away 
from his face, unsurprised to hear the deeper breath that he sucked in as his eyes cracked open. 


"Hey..." | said softly, brushing my fingers across his cheek as | drew my hand away. "How're you feelin?" 


He looked at me with a blank expression, as if it took him a minute to register who | was. | figured they had 
him hopped up on some pretty strong meds, so | didn't say anything and just gave him a weak smile. 


"Axl?" He croaked, making me cringe. "God, where am |? What happened?" He groaned a little as he tried to 


move and | gently coaxed him back down. 
"Easy big guy, you're all tangled up in tubes here." 


He paused, his brow furrowed and lips parted as he stared at the intravenous in his arm. | stared at the 
tubes shoved up his nose. 


"Did | die?" He asked. 


| couldn't help the barked laugh that escaped me. "Not exactly, but you gave us quite the fuckin’ scare, man" | 
paused a minute, looking him over and smoothing out a bit of his blanket out of sheer anxiety. "Your pancreas 
exploded or some shit, man. They had to cut pieces of it out and plaster all your insides ‘coz the fluids burned 
all your other organs.." | took a deep breath, looking up and catching his half-lidded gaze, "We almost lost you." 


He took a shaky breath. "I fucked up, didn't |?" 


My heart lurched, fingers knotting in the bedsheets and ruining my perfectly smoothed out spot. 


"Yeah... Yeah, you kinda did. But that's okay." | wet my lips nervously before reaching up to pet his hair again, 
‘Its okay, it happens." 


He sniffled awkwardly and blinked as tears started to form and roll down his face. "I fucked up." He said again 


It was all | could do not to start bawling as | leaned up to give him as tight a hug as | dared "You're not the 
only one that's fucked up." | said quietly. "I'm so sorry, Duff. I'm sorry | didn't try and help.. That | believed you 
when you said you didn't need help.. That | let you get this fucking bad.." | swallowed against a tightness in my 
throat, allowing myself to cry freely when | felt his hand weakly grip at my shirt. "And don't forget.” | added, 
hoping to God | sounded comforting and not selfish. "You ain't the only one that put themselves in hospital for 
trying to drown the feelings." 


| heard a sharp intake of breath and no response for what felt like forever. Duff's hand went limp, his tears 
and saliva dampening my hair and neck as he seemed to try and catch his breath for the tears. Soon, his 


fingers clutched my back and his nose dug into my jaw as he loosed a shuddering sob. 


"Axl." He cried, "Axl, | need help." His other hand tried to tangle in my hair as he weakly held me against him. "l 


need help. | don't wanna die. | don't wanna end up like you did” 


| squeezed my eyes shut, moving my thumb up and down his ribs. "Its okay.." | whispered, mind still racing, a 
nameless dark emotion sitting in my stomach at that last statement. "It's okay, Duff. We're gonna get you 


some help. You ain't gonna end up like me. | won't let that happen" 


| listened as Duff continued to sob into my neck staring ahead at the wall and crying myself. | swore, then and 
there, that | would do whatever it took to make sure my friends lived to see fucking thirty. 


Lataye tte, Indiana 
l025hrs 


"No, no, no." | hummed, scooping another mushed mouthful of pureed strawberries from Noah's chin, "Food 


goes in your mouth." 


A stream of garbled noises, seeming a mockery of my own words, was my only response. | sighed softly as | 


tried again to get my son to actually eat his food. 


"You can tell ‘im that all you want." Came a voice next to me, Nikki, sitting with Gunner and seeming to be 
having a similar problem as | was as the boy smeared peanut butter and oatmeal over his face and any other 
surface he could reach. "He won't listen though. They never listen. They just make messes-then complain 


they're hungry again in another twenty minutes.” 


"So... Kinda like a bunch of drunk frat boys?" 


"Exactly like a bunch of drunk frat boys." Nikki nodded solemnly as he agreed with me, "But with a seriously 


depressing lack of alcohol." 


| laughed, looking over when the phone started to ring and figuring that either my dad or my mom would grab 
it. | kept at my mission of trying to feed my son his late breakfast. 


| couldn't help the calm that washed over me, | felt unbelievably at ease. Nikki next to me, tending to one of 
the kids as | tended one of the others. Even though we were still at my parents’ place, | felt like it could have 
just as easily been our place. We'd made it official, we were an item. We were dating It was fucking weird as it 
was just normal | snuck a look over and found myself smiling at the sight of Nikki flustered with Gunner's 
fussing. Darcy was hanging out with Mick as he got ready for our drive to the city (and our flight back to 
Seattle, Washington), but it was so easy to imagine her in with us or sleeping in another room as we doted on 


our sons. 
The smile soon faded when my step-dad's stern voice cut into my revery. 


"Jeff. ‘Nother phone call from Cali. Different guy, says it's an emergency." He paused in the kitchen doorway. 
"Want me to tell tim to fuck off?" 


| frowned, putting the jar of food down and half-watching as Noah started reaching for it. | reached out to 
take the phone as dad held it out. 


"Did they give a name this time?" | asked, feeling somewhat agitated at the thought that Slash might have 


gotten someone else to call for him. 


My dad scratched his chin, looking at the phone as | held it. "Yeah, Axl or somethin’. Your friends really have 


some strange choices of stage names, y'know." 


| laughed a little, caught between relief and worry. Why the fuck was Axl calling? Something bad had to have 
happened. 


"Axl's okay," | said, squeezing the receiver a little tighter. "You remember Bill that lived up the street?" 

"The preacher's boy?" 

"Yeah. That's Axl" 

My dad's eyes blew wide, his hand still on his chin. He didn't say anything more, but he loosed a low whistle and 
turned around to start heading back to the living room. | shook my head a little before bringing the phone to 


my ear, aware that Nikki was watching me somewhat anxiously. 


"Hello?" 


| almost cringed at the sound of Axl's voice on the other end of the line. He sounded hoarse. 
"Jeff..." 

| froze. We were using real names, it must have been bad news. 

"Billy, hey, what's the matter?" 


'It's.. Its Duff" He choked out, taking a deep breath before he continued. "Fuck, you have no idea how much 
shit | went through to get a hold of you. You're fucking lucky | remember your parents’ number." He paused 
again, seeming to try and collect himself. "Duff's in the hospital" He sounded on the verge of tears. "I've been 


with him for three fucking days, Jeff. Its bad.. Its so bad." 


| tried to pick my jaw up of the floor before | launched into my slew of questions. Nikki looked worried, but | 
couldn't even bring myself to convince him all was well. It wasn't. | would have been lying to try and tell him it 


was. 
"What happened? Is he alright?!" 


"He's fine." Axl breathed, "I mean, he's alive. His pancreas fuckin’ blew up or something, | don't know. Jeff, Izzy, | 
don't know what to do." He sounded close to tears again. "I'm the only one here, nobody else will come." He took 
a shuddery breath. "He had bullets in his fucking pockets, Jeff. | don't know what to do. | need help, he needs 
help." 


| took as many steps as | dared with the phone cord so stretched and took the chair that Nikki had pulled over 
for me, sitting down rather heavily as | tried not to cry myself. | pinched the bridge of my nose and took a 
heavy breath. 


"What does the doctor say he needs to do?" 


"Doc says he's gotta get sober." Came the slow answer. "I don't know how to make him do that. The doctor 
said, though, that if he drinks again, he will fucking kill himself" A hiccupped sob punctuated the statement and 


| closed my eyes. 


"You've gotta take him home, man" | finally managed to say, remembering my attempts to get sober a little 
while ago. I'd come back to my parents’ place and cleaned up. My mom taking care of me as the DT's racked 


my body. "He's gotta go somewhere he can't get at the shit" 


| was well aware that Nikki had taken both Gunner and Noah away to the living room to sit with my step 
father while | talked With the kids out of the way, Nikki had taken up residence hovering right over my 


shoulder. He watched me rather anxiously and | wasn't entirely sure what was going through his head. 


Axl sighed softly, seeming to finally get himself together. "Okay, | think | can do that. | know a place he can go 
if he doesn't want to take up a place at his mom's." The ‘like you did' was barely there on his tongue and | 
couldn't help but swallow dryly. 

"Do you want me to come down?" | asked, catching Nikki's gaze as he squat down in front of me. 

"No.." Axl murmured, "No, we should be fine.." He sniffled a little. "Fuck, | just wanted to let you know before 
rumours started making their way around..." He paused, "You have no idea how relieved | am that you're so 
calm right now." 


| barked a laugh but Axl continued. 


"lm serious. I'm fucking freaking out, | don't know what the fuck to do and no one else would pick up the 
fucking phone." 


"Well there's no sense freaking out" | deadpanned, lying through my teeth about the fact that my heart was 
going a mile a minute. All my friends, ex or otherwise, were winding up in the hospital lately. I'm sure it was 
selfish, but | was so endlessly relieved that | had quit while | had. | would have been right there with them 


otherwise. 


"No, no, you're right" He hesitated, "So how have things been with you? It seems every time someone from 
the band gets in touch with you its with bad news, please tell me you have some good stuff?" 


| chuckled despite myself, waving off Nikki's attempts at being nosy and giving him a bit of a kiss as he begged 


it from me. 


"Things've been good. I've been doing a lot of runnin’ around, but I'm gonna move back to Hollywood, | think At 


least for a bit" 


Though | couldn't see him, | could feel Axl's smile radiating through the telephone. "Good. You movin’ in with 


someone?" 

"Yeah." | trailed off, staring lazily ahead at Nikki and cracking a bit of a smile. "I am." 

| had a feeling..." Axl chuckled, "Look, I'm gonna have to let you go, | have to check on Duff.. But.. Thank you." 
| sighed a little, nodding to myself, "No problem.. Look, | can't make it down, but please, for the love of fuck, 
keep in touch, okay? I'll call you when we make it to our next place and give you a number you can reach me 
at.. | wanna know how he's doing." 


"IIl call, | promise." 
P 


| closed my eyes as Axl hung up, holding the dead line open as | let my head hang. Nikki came up and tried to 


make me meet his gaze, but | couldn't bring myself to meet it. 
"What's wrong?" He eventually asked. 


| shook my head, holding back tears. "Shit's just so fucked up." | muttered, trying to get up to hang up the line 


but being pinned as Nikki made me sit back down, a hand on either side of me on the chair. 
'Izzy.. What's the matter? Do we need to go somewhere?" 

| looked up, somewhat overwhelmed by the concern welling in his eyes. 

"No, we're fine... It's fine.. Just.. Glad | got sober when | did” 


While questions beyond questions swam in his gaze, | was glad that Nikki let it go. We eventually made our way 
around packing back up and getting ready for our road trip/flight and | tried not to let the anxiety eat me 
away inside. | felt guilty for not being able to go and make sure my friend was alright, but | was also 
disgustingly glad that | wasn't in the same position. It would have been too easy to sink into that pattern and 
wind up in ER... 


| gave Nikki a little kiss before we got in the car, wondering if it would be something worth talking about or 
whether or not it would be another one of those things to keep to myself. 


Eighteen 


Author's Notes: 
i swear this is related to the story and not just filler, sorry if this is rambling or off in anyway, sleep 


deprived, in pain, and at work do not make nice combos. 


Seattle, Washington 
8/4hrs 


A soft groan left my lips as ragged fingernails dug into my hips, my back arching as the fullness inside me 
shifted. Dragging his clawed grip down, Nikki sighed in pleasure. My own fingers slowly released the worn sheets 
as | pushed back; the springs in the hotel mattress creaking rhythmically with our movements. 


We'd been in Seattle for a day and a half and Motley had gone and played one small venue. The second mini 
concert was a late night show at one of their buddy's parties and had yet to start. With no better way to kill 
time, Nikki and | had... Well. 


"Fuck, lz.. l'm so close..." 


My only response was a smirk that was soon wiped off my face by a moan that made me smother my face in 


the mattress. Nikki loosed a breathy laugh, one hand coming up to pet my hair. 


"Don't you fuckin’ dare hide from me, Stradlin. | wanna hear everything comin' out of that beautiful mouth of 


yours." 


Another choked noise escaped me and | felt my face getting hot despite myself. | wanted to give some sort of 
witty comeback but | couldn't. Not when | was ready to fucking blow. Nikki laughed again and dragged his hand 
down my front. His fingers brushed my cock with a teasingly light touch and | almost sobbed. 


"Nikki" | choked, "Christ, just let me cum already." 


"No." He grinned though | couldn't see it, his hand leaving my front to leave a swat on my ass. "Not until | think 


you're ready." 


| moaned shamelessly as he slowly drew out then back in, my own hips stuttering as | desperately tried to get 
more. God, just more. He'd been teasing me for what felt like hours, drawing it out so slowly and making me 
practically beg to get off. | gasped as his hand went back to my stomach, pushing back against him and almost 
whining as my eyes squeezed shut. 


"lm fucking ready, Nik.. Please." | rubbed my face in the sheets, willing his hand to move lower than my 


abdomen where he was rubbing circles. "Please." 
A sharp thrust in silenced my bitching with a quiet noise. | tried to regulate my breathing. 


"Relax, Izzy, just relax." Nikki's voice was closer now, his body draped over me so he could breathe in my ear. 
| weakly tilted my head back to nudge him. He chuckled softly and kissed the side of my head. "It's okay, just 


relax and let go." 


| squeezed my eyes shut, panting as | continued to move with him and trying to do as he asked. My breathing 
hitched again as his hand smoothed down my chest and toward my stomach, toward my leaking cock. Muscles 
tensed at the feather-like touch but | willed myself to relax as I'd been told to. | was finally rewarded with 
Nikki's hand closing around me, pulling gently but quickly. | gasped as my hips pistoned into his touch, aware 


that he had pulled out of me and was jerking himself in a similar motion to what he was doing to me. 


When | finally came, | swear | saw stars. A sound passed my lips that was so soft it could have easily been 
missed, my voice higher than I'd have liked. Nikki came moments after me, only laughing as my face went red 
from the embarrassment of practically squeaking in my orgasm. | let my head rest on the mattress, but Nikki 


leaned over me and kissed my head. 
"That was pretty cute." He teased, nuzzling my sweaty hair and kissing my cheek. 


| only grumbled, not moving as my eyes drifted shut. | relished in the feeling of Nikki's body so close to mine, 
though the sticky mess between our thighs did put a bit of a damper on it. | breathed deeply before finally 
shifting to lay on my side and press more securely against him. When | looked back at him, | was a bit 
surprised to see him looking me over with some sort of odd kind of awe on his face. His eyes glittered in the 


lower light and the expression quickly changed back to that half-smirk that seemed almost permanent. 


"What?" | asked, turning back to stare at the clock, my head resting on my hands as | got a little more 
comfortable. "What're you lookin’ at me like that for?" 


Nikki chuckled, his arms circling my waist and his head settling into the crook of my neck. "No reason” He 
murmured against my skin. He stayed quiet for some time, just peppering my neck and collar with little kisses 
and soft bites. When he finally spoke again, his voice still retained that odd soft edge to it. 


"Wanna shower before we go? It's almost time... 


"Mmmn.." | hummed, looking back quickly before glancing back to the clock. It was just after 8 o'clock. "Yeah, 
that'd be good" 


22hrs 


The party was hopping, people jumping around and having a good time through spilled beer and killer tunes. 
Motley had already finished their short tenure and come off stage and we were all just having fun the rest of 
the night. Well, all minus Mick, he left early and went to watch the kids for me and Nikki, said he didn't feel too 
good about hanging out with the younger crowd that night and that he'd let us have the fun for him. 


Nikki and | were in the heat of things, literally, it was hot. People swarmed and writhed around us, grinding 
against each other along to the music. We had to practically shout at each other to be heard-not that we 
were doing much talking. We were just dancing, a bit too drunk but definitely not sloppy. 


| think it was when Nikki's arm circled around my waist that things got a little sloppy. Not for us. We were 
just having fun, holding onto each other and dancing and singing along to the music. | noticed one guy kept giving 
us the stink-eye and motioning to his buddies, but | tried not to pay him any mind. I'd gotten pretty used to 
dirty looks or curious glances from people when I'd be out with kids either alone or with Nikki. People were 


none too comfortable with seeing men doing things that women were usually seen doing (like taking care of 


their kids). Whatever, that's their problem. 


However, | got the feeling that buddy was gonna try and make his problem mine and Nikki's problem. The night 
grew long and Nikki and | got to various levels of intoxicated. We did cut ourselves off at our eighth drink each, 
not wanting to cause any trouble and knowing we had to get home at some point in the night to relieve Mick of 
our kids. We were just having a good time, keeping to ourselves for the most part. Though Nikki was getting a 
little handsy, his palms smoothing lower on my back as the band started to play something a little slower. 
Nikki's hands cupped my ass and his gaze met mine with a heated look that bordered on one of pure adoration 
| blushed as he kissed me, my eyes opening slowly as he pulled away. 


"What was that for?" | asked, swaying slightly and letting him drape my arms over his broad shoulders. 


"Nothin in particular." He slurred, resting his head on top of mine and looking out across the rest of the 


dancefloor. "Just got caught thinkin’ is all." 


| smiled stupidly as | pressed my cheek to his chest, barely able to hear his heartbeat over the music. 


"Thinkin! about what?" 


A chuckle rose from deep within him but he didn't answer me. | subjected myself to being content with that. | 
sighed softly into his t-shirt and let my eyes slip shut for a minute. It was unbelievably comfortable to be 
wrapped up in Nikki's arms for the duration of the dance, even if the group's staring made the air tense. No 
one else seemed to care, there were a couple of other same-sex couples out dancing, whether as friends or 


as we were. 
Nikki's head didn't lift until toward the end of the song, his gaze turning down to meet me. 
"Smoke?" He asked when | looked up. 


"Sure." | hummed, lightly clawing my hands down his back as | straightened up. 


My cheeks heated as Nikki kept his arm around my waist to lead me out to the back door. His closeness made 


my heart hammer hard in my chest and in that moment | felt surprisingly sober. 


And walking out the back door of the club, it was a good thing to be feeling sober. We had barely even stepped 
out the fucking door before a sharp pain bloomed in my head, stars popping in front of my eyes and turning 
my vision briefly black. | heard Nikki shout in pain and the shuffling of shoes on the concrete. Something 
snagged my shirt from the bottom-back and ripped it up over my head as | pulled back, trying not to panic. 


"What the fu--" The words hadn't even finished flying out of my mouth before my back hit the finally closed 
door and | got halfways coherent again. | pulled my shirt down properly and glared ahead at one of the guys 
that had been watching Nikki and | all right. "What the fuck is your problem?" | snapped, aware of the fact 
that Nikki was in a similar stand-off with one of the other guys. 


"You're the fucking problem" The guy in front of Nikki spat out. | saw a glint of silver near his hip and my 
heart leapt into my throat. "You fucking fags are ruining the view of our show. Not even gonna mention the 


risk of your fucking disease spreading.” 


| tried to step back but hit the door again, swallowing thickly as the guy in front of me stepped forward, 
another glint of silver catching my eye. | looked worriedly to Nikki, my stomach bottoming out when | saw 
some feral look on his face. Short of the fact he looked downright pissed, he looked amazingly calm despite the 
fact he had a guy pulling a knife on him. | realized then just how "soft" | had gotten since the kids. Shit like this 
happened all the fucking time in the streets back when | was selling dope. | wouldn't have fucking hesitated like | 


was. 


"Like really, you call yourselves fucking rockstars.. But your nothin’ but a bunch of fuckin’ queers parading 


around like fuckin’ crossdressing fuckin’ whores. You ain't shit. You're a bunch of fuckin’ pussies." 


| recoiled a bit, overwhelmed by the sudden onslaught of abuse. What the fuck was this? Some asshole fan 
disappointed that his deity fucking heroes weren't what he thought they were? Some fucking huge homophobic 
bag of dicks that suddenly became sentient? 


Whatever the case was, Nikki had clearly had enough because he stood straight and strut up to the guy in 


front of him, towering over him for mere seconds before giving him a hard shove. 


"You wanna fucking fight, come and get your fucking fight. You saying /m the fuckin’ pussy when you won't 
even make a fuckin’ move beyond big talk is the gayest part of this litte fuckin’ soirée." 


My attention was quickly brought back to the mess | had in front of me when a blur of movement caught my 
eye. | ducked just barely in time enough to miss the guy lunging for me, staggering under his arm as he swung 
wide and just trying to avoid getting knocked to the ground as | stood back up and backed away to put some 
distance between myself and the wall. 


"Fancy feet" The guy muttered under his breath, turning around and coming at me again. This time he 
connected, sending the both of us tumbling to the ground in a mad scramble for the knife he held, him trying 
to get it on me, me trying to keep it the fuck away. 


My head connected with the concrete when he tried beating me across the face to get me to stop, the crack 
sounding a lot louder to me than it probably actually was. | tried not to make a sound, fists connecting with his 
ribs in quick succession but doing little damage. | heard scuffling somewhere above my head too, but it was 

hard to focus on making sure Nikki was okay when my head hit the concrete a second time, this time leaving a 


scrape. 


| could scarcely hold the guy at bay, arms shaking as | grabbed his attempt at a stab. Even shaking as | was, | 
couldn't keep my fucking mouth shut. | cracked a smile at the thought that hit me and escaped. 


"Y'know, for hating us ‘fucking fags' as you called us, you're awful fucking close." 
The exploding pain in the side of my face as he punched me was almost worth it. 


The sound of shouting and scuffling feet from afar seemed to distract the guy, and while it deviated my 
attention for a second as well, | took advantage of what little time | had, landing a knee in the guy's side before 


he was roughly thrown from me-- wait. What the fuck. Thrown from me? 


| looked up in a bit of a daze, starting to slip a little from one too many smacks to the pavement. | rolled over 
onto my side and coughed a little as the air hissed back into my lungs after having the weight removed from 
my stomach and chest and | saw Vince standing over the guy he'd knocked off me. His black boot was glistening 


and | realized it was blood from the guy's gums, a couple teeth were missing of a sudden. 


"Next time you wanna beat on someone, pick someone that's travellin’ solo you fuckin’ dick" Vince grumbled, 


sending the knife the guy'd held skittering away with a flick of his foot. 


| looked back to Nikki, both surprised and not to see Tommy beating the everloving fuck out of the guy that 
had been scuffling with Nik and Nikki trying to pull Tommy off before he beat the guy unconscious. | didn't 
really realize | was still lying on the fucking ground until Nikki finally got Tommy to stop and he came over to 
me. He stood over my head, blocking out the view of the sky and replacing it with a view of dripping sweat and 


blood over a manic grin. 
"Still alive, baby?" 
| just groaned, rolling back over onto my side and curling up. 


"That sounded like a complaint so I'd say yes." Came Vince's cheeky butt-in as he came back over from setting 


the two assholes loose into the street and away from us. 


| gasped when | felt hands on me and finally opened my eyes again when | felt myself being lifted, looking down 


at the bloodied pavement a moment before looking over and having it finally register that Nikki had hauled me 
up. He gently sat me down on the steps out of the club. | only opened my mouth when prompted for a 
cigarette to slide to my lips. 


"Fuck you guys are lucky we came out when we did. We were starting to wonder where the fuck you's had 
gone but Vince had me half-convinced you were just banging in the bathroom or somethin." Tommy chuckled, 


firing up his own smoke as he grinned. 


| laughed dryly, pressing against Nikki after he lit my smoke and sat down next to me. | felt cold. Not chilled 
from the weather or fevered from my injuries or anything, just cold inside. Everyone else was passing off the 
brawl out back the club as just another stupid fight. Fuck, Tommy was laughing about it. But it was numbing to 
know that Nikki and | basically just had our asses handed to us just because we were together and happy. It 
didn't make me care for him any less, but it made me wonder if being careful in public wouldn't be a good 


thing to consider. 
| looked at Nikki only to find him watching me with a worried expression 


"Are you okay?" He asked softly, leaning in a little and checking to make sure neither Tommy or Vince were 


listening to us. "Do you wanna go to the hospital or something? Did you get cut at all?" 
| shook my head, immediately regretting it as it blurred my vision 


‘Im fine." | said, gingerly touching the back of my head and unsurprised by the sticky mess of hair that met 
me. The scrape was bleeding but it wasn't gushing blood by any means. | was more worried about Nikki's split 
lip and brow. “Just a little shaken up..." 


| closed my eyes as Nikki's arm went around my shoulders and pulled me closer, his warmth still as comforting 
as it had been on the dancefloor even if it was dampened with sweat and blood. We scarcely had a moment of 


silence before Vince started laying into us. 


"So either of you wanna fill me n' T-bone in on why the fuck we walked in on you two getting your fucking 
heads bashed in by some random assholes in the back alley? Did ya fuckin’ spit on someone on stage or 


something?" 


| sighed and Nikki shook his head, shoulders heaving slightly as he took a full drag off his smoke and blew it 


out. 


"No, nothing like that" Nikki muttered, his hand rubbing up and down my arm as though to comfort me as he 
spoke. | stubbed my half-smoked cigarette out and turned my head that | was snuggly pressed into his ribcage. 
"Just a couple dudes that didn't like seein’ dudes dancing with dudes at the party. They'd been watching us all 
night, watching others too but | guess they saw us going out and we were just the lucky couple to hit the 
jackpot of attempted stabbing out back the club." 


Vince shook his head, exasperated. Tommy made a bit of a face but didn't say anything. | realized that even 
though they weren't saying it they were essentially blaming us for getting jumped. We shouldn't have been 
acting coupley if we didn't want attention. | sighed and felt Nikki look down at me before he tensed. 


"That's not fucking fair." He snapped, "Neither of you should be fucking thinking it's our own damn fault for 
what happened. Don't tell me you aren't thinking that, it's written all over your fucking faces." 


Vince stared and Tommy had the decency to look ashamed as he looked down to watch as he ground the toe 


of his boot into the ground. 


"IF it bugs them, that's their fucking problem, not mine and not Izzy's and not any other fucking couples’ out 
there. | am just as entitled to fouch my partner, kiss my partner, to in general love my partner any fucking 


way | see fit just as you fucking can with your fucking wife and girlfriends." 
My ears burned and my eyes went wide when that one word resonated. 
Love. 


| tensed a little but said nothing, zoning out a little as Vince, Tommy and Nikki bickered back and forth about 
the whole public coupley thing. | was pretty sure it was just a casual slip of the tongue, slapping words in to 
make a point.. But it still hit home. My cheeks burned and my heart raced at the thought. | felt Nikki's hand on 
my head, his fingers gently coming through my hair, avoiding the gash at the back of my head. 


"| don't fucking care if it's ‘just hard for some people to accept, that's not my problem. And if you're gonna be 
a dick about it too then I've got three words for you: Fuck. You. Cunt." 


| heard Tommy sigh, "Dude, we aren't trying to be dicks about it, we're trying to make sure you guys don't 
get fucking hurt. You know you're like my fucking brother, Nik We care. And quite frankly, I'm fucking thrilled 
that you and Izzy are happy but not everyone thinks that way and you know that. You know that, Nikki. So l'm 
just saying.. Maybe it'd be better if you guys just kept under wraps.. At least til we hit the road and get back 


home..." 


Nikki didn’t look very pleased with the suggestion, but I'd have been lying if | were to have said | wasn't thinking 
similar to what Tommy had suggested. Weird looks and snide comments aside, this was the first real hateful 
thing | had ever had to face in regards to who | was with. There had been once or twice with Slash when 
people would say things within earshot, but never had anything gone this far before. And considering 
everything else going on, dealing with any more head trauma was definitely not on the top of my "want" list. 
This was still new to me and the kids were still very much a concern | was still preoccupied with the fact | 
was going to be moving into Nikki's house and be an actual part of his life as he would be part of mine; 
meaning shared bills, sorting out schedules for work and home, dealing with each other's exes, domestic life in 
general.. | was still worried about how Duff and Axl were making out too. 


| lifted my head a bit and looked up at Nikki, prompting his hand to stop playing in my hair. 


"What's the matter, babe?" He asked, seeming worried as he looked down. 


"Maybe Tommy's right." | said softly, hesitating before touching the back of my head to see if the bleeding 
had stopped. "Like to an extent.. We don't have to stop being together in public, but maybe.. Maybe we should 
play it safe." 


Nikki stared at me as if I'd grown a second head, his expression mostly blank save the obvious disbelief and 
disappointment. His arm left from around me and | looked away from him. | knew he was angry, hurt. It felt like 
we were officially in the midst of our first lover's spat and weirdly enough | appreciated that it was just a 
spat of hurt feelings and discomfort and not one of screaming and crying and beating of fists on walls and 


flesh. 


OLO Thrs 


We had gotten back to the hotel room sometime just after midnight, both of us tiredly trying to avoid Mick's 
questioning our appearances as we relieved him of his babysitting duties. We were both exhausted and while | 
couldn't speak a hundred percent for Izzy, | was aching. | mean, | figured his head was probably hurting 
something wicked but beyond that.. 


| heaved a massive sigh as | flopped onto the bed, having already gone in to check and make sure the kids were 
asleep like Mick said they were. | couldn't even be fucked to take a shower. The adrenaline was wearing off and 
everything was pretty fucking dull-- especially considering mine and Izzy's little.. Disagreement. Could we call it 


a disagreement? 


| could hear him puttering around in the kitchen, no doubt looking for some Advil and a glass for water. | 
sighed again, thumping my head against the pillow as if that would be a release for my frustration On the one 
hand, | was proud. | was proud that Izzy was being firm in his wants and needs. At the same time though.. | 
was frustrated. Maybe even angry. | thrived off of being touchy-feely with my partner-- whether that 
partner was a guy or a girl the difference was the same. | got off, emotionally speaking, on touch. On shows of 


affection regardless of whether or not we were in public. 
But Izzy didn't want that? Fuck, | thought we were on the same page. 


| shook my head and scrubbed my hand across my face, wincing a bit as | caught my cut brow. The pain came 
as a dull ache that served as punctuation for a thought, the thought being that of what my ex-wife had told 
me shortly before we'd split. She'd told me | was a selfish bastard that didn't care what other people needed, 
told me | only cared about myself... Granted, she also told me I'd end up dead in a dumpster (again) but the 
selfish thing was all that was really relevant here. 


Was | being selfish for being upset about Izzy's preferences? Was | selfish for wanting something that had 


previously been okay but suddenly wasn't okay anymore because some dickhead ruined the idea for my 


partner? 
| frowned, sighing again, exasperated. 


"I hope you aren't sighing all pissed off just because | came in" Came a voice, | looked up to see Izzy in the 
doorway, a glass of water in one hand and a towel-wrapped bag of ice in the other, a second towel-wrapped 


bag of ice slipped under his arm. 
"No... No I..." | didn't even get a chance to finish. 


Izzy came in and sat cross-legged on the bed, setting the glass of water on the night stand and handing me 
one of the bags of ice. 


"I thought it might help your head a bit." He said softly. 


| stared at the offering, unsure what to make of it. Was this his way of appeasing me? Giving me care for my 
battle wounds? 


| hesitantly took the bundle and pressed it first to my eye, hissing at the initial sting, but sighing rather 
happily as the sting ebbed away to a dull aching numbness. Izzy watched me hesitantly. 


"Can.. Can we talk?" He asked after what felt like hours of silence. 


| felt like | was running on autopilot as my jaw clenched and | nodded. The word "selfish" was on loop in my head 


and | thought for a minute | would explode. 


"Look.. Um... l.. | don't wanna go to bed angry, and | know you probably don't want to either..." He paused, 
refusing to look at me and choosing instead to stare at the bedsheets. "I just wanted to talk about what 
happened today..." 


| scoffed, mentally slapping myself when Izzy flinched at the sound. 


Why was | such a fucking dick? No doubt he was scared shitless that I'd start fucking yelling or beating him 
for speaking up.. And | go and pull this shit. But | couldn't stop. | went right on ahead with the steamroller of 
assholery. 


"What part? The part where some asshole decided he didn't like the sight of two men or the part where my 
boyfriend basically tells me he doesn't want me touching him anymore because of the asshole that decided he 


didn't like the sight of two men?" 


| wasn't really sure what | was expecting in response, but Izzy whipping around to face me with a look 


bordering on hatred wasn't really it. | actually recoiled. 


"Don't give me that shit!" He snapped, "Nowhere in what | said did | say | didn’t want you touching me. | never 
said | wanted nothing to do with you or anything like that, so fuck off with that right now." 


| just blinked 


‘| meant the fucking part where | said maybe laying low in public would be a good idea and then you refused to 
even fucking look at me the rest of the night! | don't know where you got the idea that | wanted you to up and 
leave me cold on the step or why you figured that what | said meant never even look at me when we're in 


even a vaguely public place, but that's not what | fucking meant and | know you fucking know it" 


As he stared me down, | felt as if time had melted away and we were back in the days of Motley and Guns' 
feuds. His eyes held that same intensity and it made me realize that no matter how much he had changed, or 
how much he insisted he'd gone soft since having kids, he was still that brazen idiot of a man that did shit like 
run drugs from over the Mexican border. | actually felt something in my chest warm at the thought and | 


panicked a bit. My heart pounded in my chest as Izzy stared me down and waited for some kind of response. 
| loosed the breath I'd been holding and nodded slowly. 


"You're right" | said, the ‘selfish’ fading to the back of my mind and quickly being replaced with a far more 
powerful word | couldn't dare to focus on. Izzy seemed genuinely thrown for a loop, as though he'd been 
expecting me to fight back. "You are so fucking right." | shook my head and looked down, "I knew that wasn't 
what you meant but | just didn’t listen anyway. | was... | was overreacting. | was just.. So pissed that someone 
else had gone and stuck their nose in our business | didn't even think about the fact that it could happen again 
but worse..." 


| was getting some pretty gnarly side-eye, as if he didn't believe me. 


| looked back up and held his gaze, my hands creeping across the blankets to find his. He looked confused, but | 
persisted. 


"l'm sorry." | said, "| was being selfish." 


Now that the first word was uttered, the second was already lodged in my throat. Izzy looked down at our 


hands before meeting my gaze again. 


| was only thinking about how happy | was to be able to do things with you, to be with you.. | didn't even 
consider yours or mine's safety whatsoever." | paused when i caught an expectant look. "Or the safety of our 
kids for that matter." | saw the brief flicker of something across his face but | couldn't place it. Happiness? 
No... Close. "Just tell me what you were thinking and we can figure out some kind of compromise if it doesn't 


work." 


He still looked like he was trying to figure out if | was telling the truth or if | was playing some kind of fucked 


up mind game, but as he relaxed and came back to the soft-spoken demeanour I'd first-- 


As we talked and found middle ground and resolved our disagreement through discussion and compromise | 


realized-- 


And as two, three in the morning rolled around and we grew into a tangled mess of sleepy limbs with an ice 


pack each and lazy smiles on our faces as we kissed over and over and over again in each other's forgiveness.. 


It hit me. 
Love... 


| was in fucking love with this mon. 


Nineteen 


Author's Notes: 
Two for twoll 


Seattle, Washington 
0506hrs 


The past few days had been a blur. A massive blur. I'd been in and out so much | didn't know what was going 
on anymore. | mean, | did, but just barely. I'd been let out of the hospital on close watch and with Axl assigned 
to be my caretaker. | was given only one real instruction: 

Don't drink alcohol ever again or you die. 

Charming, right? | sure thought so. | was convinced I'd become useless if | wasn't drunk Already | was so 
anxious | was sweating and | had only just woke up. Granted, | woke up on a plane and didn't remember how the 
fuck I'd gotten there, but when | glanced over and saw Axl sitting next to me, his eyes trained out the window, 
| calmed down slightly. My heart was still racing and my hands were still shaking but | was able to get a level 
on my breathing. 

Axl must have felt me staring because soon he looked over at me and gave a small smile. 

"You're up" He said, "Did you sleep well?" 

| shrugged, looking away from him. | found it.. Hard. It was hard to look at him knowing that what had happened, 
had happened. There was so much fucking shame and the glimpses of my bloated reflection in the window 
wasn't helping that shame go away. 

"Okay, | guess.. " | paused, wringing my hands, "Where the fuck are we anyway?" 

Axl laughed softly, the sound doing something to warm the aching cold in my chest. 


"Somewhere above Seattle I'd reckon. We'll be landing soon" 


Seattle.. That's right. | was going home. | was going home to get sober under my doctor's watch in my 


brother's basement apartment of his house. Axl was coming with to stay and make sure | made it through. 


My eyes slipped shut as the thoughts began racing again Not only had | screwed up but now I'd dragged my 
best friend through the shit with me. I'd brought up old wounds and cut them open too, remembering our little 
cry we'd shared in the hospital. 


"--/ dont wanna end up like you did!" 


‘ts okay..." Axl whispered, his voice shaking as his thumb ran up and down my ribcage. "Its okay, Duff. We're gonna 
get you some help. You ain't gonna end up Ike me.. | won't let that happen." 


Tears stung my eyes at the thought but they didn't fall. | chanced a look back at Axl and saw him looking back 
out the window, seemingly entranced by the clouds that we flew past. | sniffled quietly, rubbing my nose and 


huffing a small sigh. What the fuck had | done? Not even to myself, just in general? Reminding Axl about his 
own overdose slash rumoured-to-be attempted suicide? What the fuck?! 


He looked back at me again, this time a worried look touching his face. 
"Are you okay?" He asked softly, his hand coming over to touch my arm. 
| shook my head, faking a grip on myself. "I'm fine.. Just feelin’ a little sick is all." 


He sighed softly, bringing his hand back and nodding. "Yeah. I'd imagine you do." 


The words were no doubt meant to be kind, but the sting they left was still real. | looked down at my hands, 


gloveless and cracked, and let the shame hit me full force. 


083 Thrs 


Standing in the airport | watched all the people milling around Axl had gone to get our bags from the belt and | 
was left alone for a moment. It was interesting, to say the least, to see the different goings on People were 
coming, leaving, meeting people they hadn't seen in God only knows how long. People laughing, crying, showing 


some kind of emotion.. 


And then there was me. Just standing there like a complete fucking tool with zero expression on my face as | 


waited on Axl to come back with our shit. 


| found myself entranced by one group of people coming into the airport, a motley crew of guys that were up 
to their ears in luggage and gear. | thought for a minute that | recognized them, but it was hard to tell with 
all the oversized sunglasses and ball-caps. Alongside one of them walked a toddler, the boy's eyes wide as he 


looked around the busy airport with nothing short of awe. The innocence astounded me. 


| looked back when | felt Axl come up behind me. 


"You good?" He asked, handing me my carry-on and looking at his ticket to see where the rest of our luggage 


would be coming out. 
"Y. Yeah." | said, a little unsure. 
"You looked pretty zoned" He chuckled, nudging me gently, "What were ya staring at?" 


"Oh..." | looked back at the group again, frowning a little as | fought to think where the fuck | recognized them 
from. "Just uh. Those guys. We know them, right?" 


Axl's face screwed up a bit before he followed my gaze, his eyes widening a little as his eyes trained on one of 


the guys. A grin broke out across his face. 
Fuckin’ right we know them." He laughed, looking back at me. "That's The Crue, Izzy's with ‘em." 


| balked a little, looking back and trying to focus on them again, realizing that it was in fact Izzy that was 
walking with the toddler, one of the things he was carrying being a seat with the other two kids laying down | 
didn't recognize him because his hair was growing back out and his face was beat up. | frowned at that, looking 
back to Axl but finding he'd already taken off, a scowl on his face. Clearly he'd seen the black eye and scraped 
cheek too. 


Axl marched up to one of the taller men, wasting no time in grabbing him by the collar of his shirt even 
though he himself was inches shorter. Bags fell to the floor and a pair of sunglasses skittered down across 


the tile too. 


"You fuck! What did you do?!" Axl snapped, looking ready to throttle the man | now was able to recognize as a 
very confused Nikki. "You better start fuckin’ praying coz I'm about to put you six feet fucking under you 
fucking cunt!" 


| don't think any of the guys really knew what to do, they all seemed pretty stunned by the sudden whirlwind 
of random guy in the airport suddenly attacking their bassist. Nikki's eyes were wide and despite the distance 
between us, | could tell his face was pretty fucked up too. His knuckles were scraped and his lip and brow were 


split and swollen. 


Izzy was the first to finally react, obviously still confused about where the hell the man had come from, but 
not wanting to just stand by while Nikki was assaulted. 


"Axl?!" He gasped, putting himself between the kid and the redheaded menace. "Axl what the fuck?! Get off of 


him!" 
"Don't fucking defend him, Izzy. You can't exactly hide the fucking bruises. When did he fuckin’ do that, huh?" 


Nikki made a small noise and Izzy scoffed. The rest of the guys just kind of watched, seeming to not want to 


cause an even bigger scene in the airport lobby. 


"Nikki didn't fucking do this, Axl, Christ, get off him already!" Izzy let go of the toddler's hand for a second to 
make a grab for Axl's hands, prying him away from the bassist's shirt before pulling the kid in close again, 
holding him to his leg. 

"Then who did?" Axl growled, rounding on Izzy but still not turning his back on Nikki. 


Izzy sighed, "There was a fight the other day okay, fuck where did you even come from? What are you doing 


here?" 
"Answer me first.” 


Finally seeming to snap out of his daze, Nikki shifted a bit and reached around Axl to take the boy from Izzy's 
leg, pulling him up and holding him. 


"We got jumped outside a club the other night" Nikki murmured, "I swear, Axl, | never laid a hand on him." 


"If my word means anything, man, Tommy and | can vouch for it. | kicked the shit out of the guy on Izzy and 
Tom had to throw out the guy on Nikki." Vince piped up, shifting some of his gear uneasily. 


Axl still looked doubtful but he looked Izzy over again before seeming to accept that he was getting the truth. 


"So what are you doing here, Ax. Christ, out of all the places | thought I'd see you, the Seattle airport was not 


one of them." 


Axl shrugged, looking back at me finally. "I'm bringing Duff home. We just got out of the hospital yesterday and 


we're comin’ up to stay with his brother." 
"Duff's with you?" Izzy asked, seeming genuinely surprised. 
"Yeah, he's just over there." Axl turned and pointed and all five men turned to look. 


Izzy squinted before his eyes went wide and he looked over to see me. His face brightened and for a moment | 


didn't feel quite as dead as | no doubt looked. | was hesitant to go over but Axl waved me up. 


"Holy shit" Izzy breathed, opening his free arm to me when | came over and enveloping me in a warm hug. "It's 


been so long, man. I'm so glad you're okay...” 


| shrugged, eyes falling to the twins in their little carry-along bed and speaking lowly that it was only us that 


heard our conversation "I mean I'm alive | guess. Dunno about okay.” 


Izzy laughed dryly, still not letting me go. If | didn't know any better, he sounded a little watery. "Well I'm glad 


you're alive, Duff. | was so fucking worried about you...” 

| shook my head, blinking hard against tears and smiling weakly when one of the kids looked up at me with a big 
gummy grin that only had a few teeth showing. Again, the innocence astounded me. Izzy pat my back gently, 
his chin resting on my collarbone as he took a wavering breath. 

| know how hard it is." He said softly, reminding me that Izzy had been the first of us (sans Axl who had 
never actually started hardcore into the dope and blow) to get clean and get out. Reminding me that this was 
going to be beatable and even though | looked and felt like death then, it wouldn't last forever. That maybe, if 
Izzy was still able to play guitar sober and function sober despite going so long with a dependence on an 


external substance, maybe I'd be able to too. 


If you need anything," he continued, "let me know. I'll do whatever | can, Duff. l'm so sorry you have to go 


through this." 


| found myself trembling and trying to stop. | watched as the baby, Darcy, | remembered, reached up at my 
hand. | shook my head again, taking a deep breath through my nose and finding it painful. 


"No.." | murmured, "You've got enough on your plate, you don't need my mess on top of that.” 

| pulled away and while | couldn't face him, | could feel the heartbreak in Izzy's expression. 

"Duff..." 

"No... It's fine Izzy, it really is. l'Il be fine. | mean, you got through your mess... I'll get through mine." 

His gaze fell and | finally looked up, realizing how much better he looked since getting out. Black and blue face 
aside, he looked good. He'd tanned and put on a litle weight-- not much, just enough he looked healthy. 
Parenthood on the road had treated him surprisingly well. He didn't need to be stressed about my shit and 
drug through the fucking mud too. It was bad enough | was bringing Axl down on my spiral to hell. 


"IIl call you if | need anything." | said softly, hoping to appease him somehow. 


Izzy smiled, looking up and meeting my gaze. "You better call just to keep in touch too." He chuckled, making me 


crack a grin too. 

"| will." 

| felt Axl watching me a moment before he cut in. 
"Duff, we gotta go get the rest of our bags." 


My smile fell and | stepped away from lzzy. "It was nice to see you, man. I'll give you a call when | get home." 


As we finished up with formalities and farewells and eventually left, | watched over my shoulder as Nikki set 
the toddler down on the floor again, seeing Izzy take the boy's hand once more and say something to him. | 
wondered for a moment if something like that would ever come to me. Nikki ruffled the boy's hair and went to 
pick up all the stuff he'd dropped when Axl had jumped him. Vince, Mick and Tommy were all looking over the 
map of the airport and trying to figure out the fastest route to get their bags through security and get to 
their flight on time. 


| looked to the back of Axl's head a moment, wondering just what was going through it. He hadn't said anything 
to me about what was happening. He seemed okay with the fact he was going to be my acting nanny for the 
next few weeks but | still just.. Didn't know. 


| turned to look back at the group one final time and found myself blushing and hiding a smile as | caught a 
quiet moment between Nikki and Izzy and the kids. Nikki had put his bags back down so he could take one of 
the twins as they started fussing. Izzy looked flustered and vaguely embarrassed by the looks that people 
were giving them as the baby cried. But as Nikki took the child into his arms and coddled them to quiet, Izzy 


visibly relaxed. They never touched or anything, but their faces said it all. | was entranced and blown away. 


Was it possible that something like that could happen to me if | got successfully sober and came out of this 
shit alive? 


| looked to my feet as | followed Axl through the airport and the group fell out of view. I'd never admit it 
outloud, it might have been too weird for anyone to understand.. But | felt like my friend's success was the 
only thing giving me any hope. I'd wanted to fucking kill myself before I'd drank myself into surgery, I'd tried 
too and chickened out... | didn't know how | was gonna get through life without the booze to keep me going-- 
but Izzy... lzzy'd gotten off smack and gotten away from that mess he'd had with Slash and seemed genuinely 
happy. Surely to God, if Izzy could do it, | could do it. 


Twenty 
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"Well, here we are." Nikki announced, a certain pride seeping into his voice as he steered the rental car into the 


driveway of some house. "Home sweet home" 


| groaned a little as | sat up and put the carseat back to a proper seating position. It had only been a few 
hours, between the flight and immediately hauling ass back into a car to drive from the airport to the 
neighbourhood Nikki's place was at, but it felt like I'd been sitting forever. My ass was sore and my back was 


aching. 


| peeked out the window, squinting at the sun. The sight that met me was a bit surprising in its regularity. | 
didn't know what I'd been expecting, really. I'd sort of expected Nikki to live in some fucking refurbished castle 
or something, but the house that | was staring at was in fact quite normal. It looked like every other one on 


the block-if not a little less maintained from the absence of the homeowner. 
"| traded in the crazy place for calm and collected when | got custody of Gunner.” Nikki explained as he put the 
car in park, seeming to read my expression. "Plus, as much as | loved my old place it was.. Pretty haunting to 


try and raise a kid in my old drug den" 


| tore my gaze away from the house and looked over at Nikki, he gave me a weak smile before he turned to 


the back seat. 
"Hey little dude, you up? We're home." 


| looked back to see Gunner excitedly staring out the window, his eyes wide and a big grin over his face. | 


couldn't help the soft smile that touched my own lips. 


"Home!" The boy repeated, already working his tiny hands to try and get out of his carseat. "| see mommy? N' 
Stormy?" 


Nikki's smile faded and | looked at him somewhat worriedly. He'd said his wife lived cross-state with his 
daughter, but for all | knew that could have been a lie. He cast me an uneasy glance before looking back to 


Gunner. 


"No, bud. We're at daddy's place. Izzy and Noah and Darcy are gonna live with us. Your sister's with mommy 


and mommy's not.. She's not here." 


The boy's face scrunched up and he paused in his attempted escape to give me an odd sort of look. 
"Is that okay?" Nikki asked, "You like Noah and Darcy right? And Izzy?" 


The boy looked between me and his father and | was finding it very difficult to keep the thoughts of 
‘homewrecker" at bay. | mean, Gunner had pretty much been seared to my hip as the twins were when we 
were on the road, but things were different now. We weren't on the road anymore. | didn't know what he 
considered me to be but | got the feeling it was more like he'd considered me to be a babysitter or something 
rather than his father's partner. 


A smile finally broke across Gunner's face after he'd looked back and forth between me and Nikki. 


‘Izzy stay wiff me and daddy." He said with some finality, nodding and looking over to the twins in their carseat, 
giggling when they looked back at him. "An Darcy and Noah stay wiff me and daddy." 


"Yeah, that's kinda what | just said" Nikki laughed, taking his seatbelt off and making a move to get out of the 


car. 


| chuckled as | got out myself, moving around to the backseat to take the twins out of their carseat. | checked 
they still had their shoes on before setting them to their feet and taking both of their hands to let them 
wobble across the driveway toward the front door and stretch their legs a bit. We didn't make it too far 
before Gunner sprinted up and tackle-hugged my legs. | recoiled a bit from the impact of thirty pounds of 
barrelling almost-three year old and looked back, laughing when | caught a glimpse of a very perplexed Nikki. He 
almost looked offended that Gunner didn't want to walk up with him. 


"| go wiff Izzy." Gunner said firmly, giving my leg a squeeze as punctuation 


| laughed, turning to face the boy and squatting to eye level. Darcy sucked on her fist as she looked shyly up 
at the older boy and Noah was still focussed on the house. | guided Noah a bit closer before | put his hand in 


Gunner's. 


"Okay, you can come with me. But you're gonna have to help me bring the kids up, okay?" Gunner nodded 
quickly, promptly sticking his free hand in my open palm and giving Noah's little hand a squeeze with the other. 


"And maybe you can show me around, huh?" 


| looked up a moment when a shadow cast over me, seeing Nikki walk past with a couple of our bags and a 


smile on his face as he looked down at me. Gunner regarded him a moment as well before turning back to me. 
"Yeah!" He exclaimed, "| can-| can show my room, n, n my Toys.” 


"Will you show Darcy and Noah your toys too?" Nikki asked as | finally got the kids in succession and started 


walking toward the house with him on his second trip up with more of our bags. 
Gunner pulled a face, "No! They my toys.” 


| looked down at the boy, somewhat amused. "What, you don't wanna show the kids your toys or anything? 
They'd probably like to see what you like, you know." 


| was certain that if the kid pouted any more, his bottom lip would straight up fall off. | resisted the urge to 
giggle as | followed Nikki's lead and lead the kids up the stairs and to the door. We waited for Nikki to find his 
keys. 


"No share." Gunner stomped his foot, making Darcy jump. Noah watched the small tantrum with wide eyes, 
seemingly more confused about the fact no one was holding his hand since Gunner had let go than he was with 


the actual outburst itself. "They have toys, they can't.. They can't have mine!" 


| finally laughed, crouching down again to take Noah's hand when he seemed to want to wander back toward the 


steps. | met Gunner's gaze with a small smile. 


"No one said anything about giving them your toys for keeps." | chuckled, "We asked if you'd let the kids see 
ther." 


Gunner pursed his lips, arms crossed over his chest as he regarded me sternly. "Only see?" He asked, seeming 


skeptical. 


‘Only see." | confirmed, looking up at the sound of jingling keys and slowly getting to my feet as Nikki went to 


open the door. 
‘Oh... Tha'ss okay." Gunner mumbled, "They can see my toys." 
Nikki rolled his eyes and chuckled a bit as his son finally calmed down, sticking his key in the door. He met my 


glance over with a smile before leaning in to give me a quick kiss. Gunner's eyes went wide but he didn't say 


anything. He came along inside with us without a fuss. 


"Et voilal" Nikki exclaimed, throwing open the door to the master bedroom. "You'll have to give me a little bit of 


time to empty a dresser for you, but you're more than welcome to take over whatever shelf space is in the 


closet ‘til | do." 


| held my bags almost timidly as | stepped into the room, still somewhat anxious with this whole move-in thing. 
Nikki had gone and hauled out an old playpen from a room he'd deemed as "just storage"; after cleaning it up a 
little | left the twins with some toys with the playpen in the kitchen and Gunner was in the living room with 


some crayons and colouring books while | was shown around. 


| looked around the room somewhat uncertainly as | set my bags down on the bed and went to start getting 
things put somewhere. It wasn't what | was expecting, but it was still nice. The room had a very 50s vibe to it 
with muted colours on the walls but splashes of bright bold colours for the décor. The solid wood dressers 
and bookshelves matched the tan-coloured screen across the window and it looked quite quaint until a closer 
look was taken. Above one of the bookshelves was a sword. Not like a toy or anything, it was a big fucking 
steel sword that looked like it could have belonged in a museum. There weren't many pictures on the walls but 
the ones that were there clashed with the cutesy polaroids of Nikki's children that lined the bookshelves and 
corners of the mirror. The couple of framed prints that were on the walls were paintings of what looked like 
war scenes, they too looked old. | stared at one that jogged my memory as something we had studied once 
upon a time in high school art class. | laughed a little to myself when | saw a massive battle axe propped up in 


the correr. 


"You've got uh.. Quite the collection" | chuckled, opening my suitcase and looking back to where Nikki was 
emptying out a drawer and sorting through the clothes. 


"Hm?" He lifted his head and tried to figure out what | was talking about. "Oh. Yeah the axe and stuff." He 
scratched his head, "| thought they were cool. | had a whole bunch more but | got rid of ‘em when | moved 


from the other place." 


| started pulling my wads of clothes out and began to fold them nicely for when they'd get put away. "I didn't 


know you were into stuff like that." | hummed. 


A short laugh escaped him and he looked back down to the drawer he was working on. "Yeah well.. | guess you 
got half the secret, | might as well let the whole thing loose." 


A brow cocked in question as | looked over. "What whole thing?" | asked with a slightly incredulous laugh. 


"My secret." Nikki said, grinning. "My secret being that I'm actually a massive nerd that's super big into 
history.” 


| shook my head, smiling as | looked back to my stuff. "Explains the weird ass paintings, dude but | still have 
nothing on what that has to do with the axe." 


"The axe has history." Nikki said simply, looking back at me with a stupid smile. 


| laughed but he didn't elaborate any more than that. | assumed it was just one of those zany things he'd 
picked up in his travels to further secure the badass goth image. We continued going about our respective 
tasks for as long as we could, being interrupted by Gunner running in, the boy having grown bored of his 


colouring and playing alone. 


"Let's take a break.. It's probably close enough to lunch time anyway." Nikki said, picking Gunner up as he got to 
his own feet. "We can finish rearranging stuff tonight before bed or something." 


| hummed softly as | put the last thing in my hands down. | stretched a bit and looked over. "Sounds like a plan 
What'd you wanna do for lunch?" 


"| want ice cream!" Gunner chirped, looking to his father with a creased brow and pouted lip. 
Nikki laughed, patting Gunner's leg as he carried him out of the room, me quick on his heels. 


| hate to break it to you dude, but ice cream isn't a meal. You can have ice cream after lunch.. But not for 


it." 


Gunner whined, crossing his arms over his chest and looking away from Nikki as a show of his disagreeance 
with such a statement. | chuckled to myself as | went to check the twins, looking to Nikki expectantly for some 


instruction. 


"I have literally no food here yet." He said, moving to go find Gunner's shoes, his free arm hooking around me 
briefly when we got caught in the same path. "| made sure the fridge and cupboards were empty before 
leaving coz | didn't want anything going rotten" He sat Gunner on the kitchen table as he helped the boy put 


his shoes on. "So we'll have to go out for something and grab groceries later." 


| nodded and brought the twins down to sit adjacent to Gunner as | went about getting them ready to face the 


outdoors as well. Gunner was looking at me as Nikki was trying to get him into a jacket, his expression curious. 
‘Izzy come with?" The boy queried, looking back to Nikki. 
"Yup!" Came the cheerful reply. "Izzy's gonna come with us and get some lunch too." 


Gunner's brow creased for a minute, his chubby little hand coming up to cup his chin as he thought. | 
wondered just what was going through the boy's mind but the silence was soon broken, 


"Daddy, why Izzy live with us now?" 


Nikki blinked at the sudden question, clearly not expecting it or fully understanding its relevance to getting 
lunch. | busied myself with the twins, somewhat worried that this would head in a bad direction. | figured the 
question had been burning in the boy for a while. And as much as | cared for Nikki and Gunner and as much as 


| enjoyed their company, | wouldn't have been able to, with a clear conscious, stay if Gunner didn't want me to. 


The kid wasn't even three yet but | wouldn't do it. 


A nervous cough escaped Nikki's throat and he busied his hands with doing up some of the buttons on 


Gunner's jacket. 


"Well because | asked him too." Nikki said softly, picking Gunner up and setting him on his feet so he could walk 
out with us once I'd finished with the twins. "How come? | thought you said you were okay with Izzy living with 
us?" 


Gunner looked frustrated, "l'n am okay wiff Izzy..." He frowned, "But why you ask?" 


| finally finished up with the twins and set them down to take each of my hands and walk out with us. Gunner 
looked at me a while before he went along with Nikki. 


"Why you ask, daddy?" The question was repeated as we walked out the door and Nikki paused to lock it. 


"Well.. Because." Nikki sighed exasperatedly and took Gunner's hand again, starting toward the car. "Because Izzy 


and | are dating." 
"Wha'ss dating?" 


| laughed a little as Nikki huffed and strapped the boy into his carseat. | stayed otherwise quiet as | got the 


twins in the car, figuring it was a better conversation for just Gunner and his father to have and figure out. 


"Is when two people like each other a lot and they decide to spend a lot of time together to get to know each 
other better." Nikki said, sounding oddly shy. A small smile split my face when | realized he was blushing. "After 


a while, sometimes, they'll move in together and live together." 


"Oh." Gunner hummed a little, nose wrinkling when Nikki kissed the top of his head before he shut the door to 
get in the front seat. "So you like Izzy n Izzy like you?" 


Nikki had hardly even gotten himself comfortable in the seat before the next question came, his expression 
becoming somewhat panicked as he thought of how to answer. | couldn't keep the shit-eating grin off my face. 
| thought it was adorable that he was getting so flustered. 


"Yes." | said softly, clicking my seatbelt on and turning to face the boy in his seat as | finally decided to get 


involved, "I like your daddy very much and that's why | said yes when he asked me to move in with you guys." 


"Do you like me too?" Gunner asked, looking over distractedly when one of the babies giggled at him. "Or. Or did 
you say yes because of daddy only?" 


A certain warmth crept into my chest, my expression softening. Nikki started the car and stayed quiet as he 
put it into gear and got turned around, his face still beet red as he drove us to the end of the driveway. 


"No..." | said, peeking at Nikki before turning my attention back to Gunner. "I said yes because of you too. | like 
spending time with you. Darcy and Noah like spending time with you too." 


"We play nice togevver!" Gunner said proudly, "I like Darcy n Noah back. Like Stormy." 


| smiled, looking up when Nikki spoke up and finding that warmth that had budded moments ago blossoming into 
something much more. My throat tightened with emotion. 


"Well that's good" Nikki said, "Because if Izzy and | stay together they'd be just like Storm is, Darcy'd be 


another sister and Noah would be your brother." 


Gunner's eyes went wide, his mouth dropping open into a little ‘o' as he seemed unsure where to look. He 


glanced back and forth between me and Nikki and each of the twins. 


"| get a brother?!" He asked excitedly, then choosing to stare at Noah who stared right back at him. "Cool!" He 
reached over to pat Noah's head, "Noah be my brother.." He said thoughtfully, "And Izzy? Izzy be my brother 
too if he.. Da.. dating you?" 


Nikki shook his head, looking hesitantly to me as if to gauge a reaction. "No buddy, if Izzy and | keep dating he'd 
be your dad." 


"But you my daddy." Gunner said, looking confused. 
| looked out the window as Nikki continued. 


"And Izzy would be too. Like when me and mommy were together, except instead of a mommy you'd have two 


daddies." 


My teeth caught my lip as that reality stared me in the face. It was weird to have it said outloud and even 
though the thought had been there, it hadn't been so blatant. If Nikki and | stayed together | would be a step- 
father to both of Nikki's children (even if he didn't have his daughter with him) as he would be to mine. It 
really only took a matter of seconds for me to think about that and draw the conclusion that | was, in fact, 
completely okay with that. | was still nervous as all hell, but | was comfortable with the idea of Nikki being a 
dad to my kids and comfortable with the idea of being a dad to his-afterall, we were pretty much already co- 


parenting. It wasn't as if we just left each other to our own blood and kept the kids separate. 


| looked to the rearview mirror and saw Gunner smiling wildly, his eyes fixed on my own reflection in the 
mirror. Looking over, | caught Nikki's quick glance, a smile reaching my own face when he flashed me a quick 
grin and slowly brought one hand over the gearbox, opening his palm in offering. | hardly hesitated to place my 


hand in his, sighing to myself as his calloused fingers closed over me. 


"So with all the super serious talk done, where do you wanna go for lunch?" Nikki asked, his eyes trained on the 


road as he drove us along. 

"| still wan’ ice cream." Gunner said, starting a chant from Darcy as she repeated the words. 

"Okay, so like | said dude, ice cream isn't a meal." Nikki laughed, "You're being a bad influence on the kids." 
Gunner shrugged, "Ice cream in'nt bad" 

"You wanna go out and get pizza? We can stop for ice cream on the way back." 

The boy's eyes lit up, "Pizza!" He agreed, nodding quickly. "Yes!" 


"Pizza okay with you?" Nikki asked me, his thumb brushing over my knuckles as he looked over, "There's this 
great place a couple streets down Little Italian place, they've got a great patio and stuff." 


"lIl take your word for it" | hummed, returning my gaze to my window. "I've never been here before." 
"Really? We're only like.. A half hour away from the Whisky.’ 


| laughed a bit, giving a small shrug as | looked back over. "I never really went too far from the Strip when | 


was living in LA. If | did | was going to the uh.. Other neighbourhoods. Not the nice ones." 


Nikki shook his head, giving me a look before flicking his signal on and looking to make his turn. "No worries 
then. I'll just have to take you on a tour some time." He said with a grin. 


| smiled, content to stare back out the window and watch the buildings and trees go by as we drove. | 
supposed | could live with Nikki dragging me through the neighbourhood to show me around, it'd definitely be an 


adventure at least. 


b45hrs 


Nikki had been right. The Italian place we went to for lunch had been amazing and the patio was gorgeously 
decorated. We'd even had the luck of missing the most of the lunch rush and getting a somewhat quiet area to 
be seated in. We'd eaten and had a decent afternoon out, walking from the restaurant to a street vendor to 
get Gunner, Noah, and Darcy the ice cream they'd been promised since Gunner had gotten the idea in all three 
of their heads, Nikki and | splitting a cone as well. We'd walked around for a bit, until the kids got tired at least, 


and headed back to the car after planning to stop and get groceries before we headed back home. 


That was a weird thought to me. Home. Nikki's home and well, now my home too. To go from homeless since 


leaving Slash to bouncing from hotel to hotel following the Crue around to suddenly having an actual home to 


go to.. It felt pretty unreal. 


We wandered around the grocery store, the three kids in the cart that Nikki was pushing and me carrying a 
basket for anything we got that wouldn't fit in the already almost-full-from-children carrier. Gunner was 
happy to keep the twins entertained as they rambled on with each other about something or other, half the 
conversation just being baby-babble and repeated words. | padded along slightly behind Nikki as we went 
through the small aisles. 


"So did you get in touch with those guys you wanted to work with?" Nikki asked as we stopped to analyze the 


freezers in the meat section. 
"Nah... Not yet. I'll call them before the week's out but | wanted to... | don't know." 
"Get settled first?" Nikki offered. 


"Yeah." | sighed, running a hand through my hair before leaning in to grab some ground beef. "I mean | don't 


even have a guitar of my own yet. I'll have to get some recording stuff too." 
"You could always use mine." He suggested nonchalantly. 


| shook my head, finding the offer incredibly sweet. "That's nice of you to offer.." | said softly, looking up when 
we stopped again. "But I'd be better to get my own" 


Nikki looked away from the shelves with a cocked brow and lopsided smile, "I meant recording stuff. You can 
get your own guitars, I'll share anything with you but my babies. Seriously though I've got an entire section of 


the basement set up for recording, don't waste your money." 


‘Money's hardly a problem." | muttered, reaching across to keep Darcy in line when she started reaching for 


stuff off the shelves. 


"Okay, then swallow your pride. It just fucking makes sense that if there's already a spot for recording, you 


don't need to get more recording stuff." 


| huffed a bit, still feeling like it was an offer out of pity more than anything. Nikki rolled his eyes at me but 


moved on both further down the aisle and in conversation 


"So anyway, you were thinking of getting in touch with them later in the week. What're you planning on doing? 


Just jamming?" 
| shrugged, "Might make an album, | dunno yet. Might just jam for a bit and see what happens." 


"Think you'll tour again?" 


| looked up at that, "Why?" 

"Just curious." Nikki hummed, eyeing the section of sweets on the shelf "Itd be cool, y'know?" 
"How? You'd get to follow me around like a lost puppy that time around?" 

He laughed, "Something like that" 


We continued on in relative silence, leaving me back to my thoughts-and did | ever have some thoughts. | was 
a little frustrated in all honesty. Mostly with myself. | kept feeling like Nikki was offering me things out of pity. 


| knew that wasn't the case-or at least | was pretty sure that wasn't the case, but it still felt it sometimes. 


That aside, there was also the fact that | really did not know what | wanted to do. | didn't know what | could do. 
| wasn't regretting my decision to stick with Nikki, | really wasn’t. | enjoyed his company and it was interesting 
getting to know him now that we were both clean, sober, and sane. His son was a sweetheart and | was more 
than attached and ready to step up to the plate as a parent to him alongside my own children.. But | almost 
wondered if | hadn't rushed into things. | felt like | lacked independence with Nikki continuously offering me 
things and giving me things. 


| sighed as we made our way to the checkout counter, full aware of the worried look Nikki cast in my direction 
| brushed him off and just started unloading my basket onto the conveyor, telling him I'd pay the bill for 


groceries since he'd paid for lunch. 
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Later in the night, well after we had gotten the kids cleaned up and in bed, and we'd finished putting all our 
stuff from the trip away, we crawled into bed. | couldn't fully shake the uneasy feeling | had. It was probably 
just from being overwhelmed with new things, but it was eating away at me rather quickly. | stared at the 
ceiling while Nikki was in the en suite bathroom brushing his teeth. | was trying to focus on one thought 
instead of a million at once. | looked over when | heard the click of the lights in the other room, giving Nikki a 
small smile as he came over and joined me in the bed His bed.. Our bed Whatever it was. 


"You okay?" He asked, lying on his side and propping himself up on one elbow. 
"Yeah, why wouldn't | be?" | lied, knowing he didn't believe me for even a second. 


He sighed, flopping over a little and reaching across to lay his arm over my chest. | closed my eyes but opened 
them again when he spoke up. 


"You've been.. Quiet, | guess, since we got back.." He paused, looking up at me and scanning my face with an 


unreadable expression. "Can we talk? It doesn't have to be about what's on your mind, but.. | dunno, | feel like 


there's at least one of the big things that happened today that's bugging you." 
| looked down at him with a confused frown. "Big things that happened today?" 


"You know... Like the talk with the kids. Me asking you about what you wanted to do with your career.." He 


paused, "Did | say something wrong?" 


Sighing, | shifted a bit that | was sitting up a little more, watching as Nikki followed suit and faced me. | looked 
him over as | thought of how to word what | was about to say. 


"Nothing you said was wrong." | insisted, "lm just.. Uneasy with this whole thing. Moving in and all. | can't get 
over the feeling that I'm just leeching things from you." 


A sharp laugh escaped the bassist and | frowned. "Sorry.." He muttered before growing serious again, "Izzy.. 
You aren't leeching shit off me. We're partners, dating-wise and musician-wise. You need gear, | have gear, it's 


just common sense. Even if we weren't, uh.. romantically involved and just hanging out I'd offer you my shit." 


| hummed at that, accepting the explanation and crossing the thought off my anxiety list. | paused over the 
next thing that came to mind, wondering if it would strike a nerve and cause another fight. 


"IFs not just that though..." | said slowly, "I'm... Well I'm kind of nervous. | mean, | am more than okay with being 
with you and being there for Gunner but." | hesitated, "I dunno, | guess l'm just worried about something 


happening. Casual new-relationship jitters | suppose." 

A wry sort of smile came over Nikki's face. He scratched his chin as he looked away from me. 

"You're not the only one feelin’ that, no offense." 

"What?" | stared at him, caught between confused and frustrated but keeping my temper quite in check. 


He looked down at me uneasily, "My wife woke up one morning and decided she didn't wanna be with me 
anymore." He said, "Took both my kids and left nothing but a note saying she didn't love me but didn't think | 
deserved to be with anyone else-which is why she keeps dicking me around with the divorce papers... | had to 
fight and fight and fight just to get Gunner and now that I'm home again the fight for my daughter's gonna 
continue. She tried to take me for everything that meant anything and all because she decided | wasn't worth 
loving anymore." He sighed a little, looking up at the ceiling, "I know you probably wouldn't do that, but the 
thought's still there. | know it's just been a few weeks of us being ‘official' or whatever, but it's still nerve- 


wracking y'know?" 


| stared at him in silence for a moment, eyes tracing his face as it sank in that we had a lot more in common 
in regards to our shitty exes than I'd initially thought. My gaze fell as | felt Nikki's hands tracing up my hip, 
my body flinching as he got close to my stomach. He smiled sadly as he pulled his hands away. 


"I only know what | saw of what happened between you and Slash.." He said softly, "But if | were to guess, I'd 
guess he told you somethin’ similar, huh?" 


| laughed weakly, reaching between us to give his hand a squeeze as | met his gaze again 


"He said no one would wanna be with me because of.." | paused, looking down at our hands before guiding his 


back to where my scar was. He seemed to get the point, his brows furrowed as he looked back up. 
"Well, you know that's not true.." Nikki said softly, shuffling in to plant a soft kiss on my forehead. 


A warmth crept across my face, my lips quirking a bit as | blushed. "Well your wife was wrong too." | 
muttered, welcoming a kiss to my heated cheek, "You deserve someone that can treat you right.. You deserve 


to be loved by someone you care about..." 


| gasped softly as the lightest of kisses was laid to my lips. "You mean by someone like you?" Nikki prompted, 
punctuating the words with another kiss to my lips. 


| had to catch my breath when he finally pulled away, my head reeling. | didn't say anything for quite some 
time, caught up again in multitudes of short, heated kisses that left me still breathless. | could scarcely even 
form a coherent thought, everything being swept away as Nikki kissed me. A muffled noise passed my lips as 
he shifted to come down on top of me. Another as his fingers curled into my hair. There was nothing 
inherently sexual about it, but it seemed more that he was desperate to keep me from answering the 
question, fear and want and need driving him to continue. His kisses moved from my mouth and down my neck 
before they came back up, his tongue dipping past my lips as he drew another sound from me. | knew that as 
sweet and pleasurable as it was for both of us, Nikki was in fact trying to keep me from speaking. | could tell 
he had frightened himself in his attempt to be a sweethearted smartass, the actual insinuation from what he 
had said being too much for both of us. Fuck, he'd gotten overwhelmed trying to talk to his son about his 
feelings, forget the fact he basically flat out said to my face he wanted me to love him. 


| couldn't help but smile against his mouth, my arms lazily circling his shoulders and keeping him from taking 
flight as he continued, his body trembling ever so slightly. | couldn't say how | felt about him, but | knew that 
if he was in it for the long haul, | was as well-and | didn't mean that as if to say | was only for it if he was, | 
had the idea in my head that if it was going to be at all one-sided, | was leaving. | felt that I'd dealt with 
enough one-sided relationships to do me a lifetime. However, | truly did think we could make it work and while | 
couldn't say how | felt then, | was sure that if we stayed together and stayed patient enough with each other 


we didn't end up with an attempted murder charge each, perhaps | could say | loved him. 
"Nikki..." | breathed, my fingers curling through the longer strands of his hair. "It's okay." 


| looked up as he looked down, catching his gaze and recognizing the anxiety that coloured his eyes. | leaned up 
to give him the tiniest of kisses. 


"Maybe someday | will be that someone.." | whispered, trailing my fingers all the way down his neck and around 


that | could lay my hand flat on his chest, across his heart. "| mean.. Assuming you aren't just dickin me 


around and humouring me with this long-term relationship business, we've got plenty of time." 


A soft laugh escaped the bassist as he shifted a bit, his hands each came to rest on either side of my head 
as he made himself comfortable over top of me. A crooked smile eventually broke across his features, the 


anxiety still clear in his face, but hidden slightly by his amusement. 


"Definitely not dicking you around.. Not with feelings anyway." He mused, smiling genuinely when | laughed at 
him. "But | mean, | guess if it doesn't turn out we can't fall in love we can always just stay stuck perpetually 


fucking without feelings. The kids don't need to know." 


| continued laughing, my nails lightly scratching at his skin as | giggled away to myself. | caught a pleased sigh 
as Nikki pressed his lips to mine once more, this time for one slow, long moment. My eyes fell shut as | 
focussed on his warmth around me, well aware to myself that feelings were definitely something that he didn't 
need To worry about. | couldn't say for certain what it was, nor was | ready to admit it even if | knew, but 
there was definitely something A buzzing warmth that erupted in my chest and flowed through my body to 
the point it felt like every nerve-ending in my body was being tickled with butterfly's wings and my fingertips 
had gone numb. A lurch of my heart and a rush in my head that almost seemed more addicting than my ex- 


love, heroin. 


"No..." | agreed, huffing a bit as Nikki lay himself flat across me, shifting to try and make it a bit more 
comfortable. "The kids don't need to know if it doesn't work out." 


He laughed, kissing my chin before adjusting himself to my squirming, his head resting on my chest. 


‘lm pretty confident it will though." He murmured, slurring a little as his comfort made him tired. "Not to 
sound cocky or like.. Sappy." 


"Those are two very different things to sound like." | chuckled, lazily combing my fingers through his hair 


again, well aware he would fall asleep before me. 


He laughed weakly, growing silent for a minute. | thought maybe he'd passed out, but he spoke again after a 
few moments. 


"You don't mind do you?" He asked. 

"Mind what?" | looked down curiously, something in his tone setting off something protective in me. 

"Me thinkin’ that." He trailed off, eyes closed. 

| smiled softly, moving my hand up to massage his scalp rather than just play with the ends of his hair. 


"Thinking what..? That we could fall in love some day?" 


| felt Nikki nod weakly, a deep breath being sucked past his lips as he nuzzled into me and relaxed further. | 
was struck once again with just how at peace he looked Even as haphazardly and ungracefully as he was 


thrown over top of me, he seemed quite peaceful. 


"Nah." | said softly, passing it off like my heart wasn't running a mile a minute with the emotions coursing 


through it. "| don't mind." 
He sighed against me and rubbed his face into my chest one more time. 


"Good" He muttered, soon after falling asleep. 


